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ABSTRACT

This study explores from an interdisciplinary point of view the attitudes of 

Ukrainian and Bulgarian modernists toward their respective local traditions. More 

specifically, it focuses on the efforts of the modernist Ukrainian and Bulgarian 

artistic intelligentsia to critically assess, re-invent, and appropriate available 

indigenous resources in order to make them meaningful in the present as part of 

modem public high culture. Such practices appear to have been characteristic for 

the nation building initiatives in ‘marginalized,’ peripheral societies. My study 

examines the Ukrainian and Bulgarian redactions of the phenomenon by relying 

on an eclectic theoretical framework that combines ideas deriving from sociology 

(Pierre Bourdieu), political science and social psychology (John Hutchinson, 

Carolyne Vogler), postcolonial literary theory (Gregory Jusdanis) and 

anthropology (Michael Herzfeld, Roger J. Foster and others).

The historical and socio-political developments in Ukraine and Bulgaria 

suggest that—at the turn of the twentieth century—the local modernist 

intelligentsia reacted to a particular crystallization of ethnic identity, which 

naturalized the peasants as the embodiment of Ukrainianness and Bulgarianness 

respectively. In principle, they disagreed with the adoption of such a demotic 

model for national identification because it inadequately promoted the institution 

of a modem, highly intellectual and sophisticated national culture. In both 

societies, therefore, Modernism developed in opposition to other approaches to
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nation formation and nation building. In both localities it evolved as a public 

moral position that allowed the creative intelligentsia to criticize the state and 

construe itself as an alternative force of social change and innovation.

This study proposes that Ukrainian and Bulgarian modernists engaged in a 

form of cultural nationalism which—through the implementation of the ideas of 

political liberalism, individualism, and pure aesthetics—pursued the 

Europeanization and Westernization of local cultural traditions. Simultaneously, 

they also sought to elevate the prestige and symbolical value of modem Ukrainian 

and Bulgarian national culture. In short, my study proposes and defends the idea 

that Ukrainian and Bulgarian Modernisms were not exclusively aesthetic 

movements, but expressions of specific, locally generated ideologies of 

subversion and resistance that pursued the cultural re-invigoration and political 

transformation of the respective national societies.
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PREFACE

When the idea for this study was originally conceived, the relationship between 

vernacular cultures and Modernism seemed a fascinating and challenging 

intellectual topic. For me, it opened opportunities for critical revising of outdated 

and reductive, primarily linguistic mainstream approaches to Modernism such as 

New Criticism, Structuralism, Semiotics, and Hermeneutics, all of which seek to 

discover the ‘transcendental truth,’ beauty or ethics embedded in experimental 

literary pieces (Melaney 2001, 17; 24-25; 100-101). This ‘truth’ was considered 

immanent to the ground-breaking, original form created by the artist inasmuch as 

literary scholars tended to pay little attention to the conditions under which the 

production, consumption and evaluation of modernist pieces occurred. The 

practice of ‘close reading,’ accordingly, offered an opportunity to make 

authoritative statements regarding the uniqueness of the artistic endeavor and to 

affirm the singular significance of authors and works as originators of a new 

aesthetic paradigm (Aronowitz 1994, 44-96). I saw the problem as an intellectual 

challenge, because of the largely ignored question of the political uses and 

implications of modernist intellectual practices. I found the evolution and 

utilization of the ‘art for art’s sake’ aesthetic ideology to be particularly 

interesting in locations where Modernism was considered to be an intellectual 

project, ‘imported’ from the West, which the local intelligentsia successfully or 

unsuccessfully ‘imitated’ and ‘managed to reproduce.’

Today, the increasing interest in cultural politics and the growing 

awareness of the various uses of literature for the enforcement of particular social 

orders and power relations -  especially in light of the ample theorizations 

concerning the central role of national literatures in the creation of the nation and 

the promotion of the nation-state -  make the topic less formidable. Although it 

does not attempt to elaborate a decisively revisionist theory, my proposed study 

seeks to explore the complex historical and social circumstances that conditioned
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the evolution of modernist critical attitudes and cultural practices in two 

‘marginal’ geopolitical locations, namely Bulgaria and Ukraine. Thus, the central 

theoretical assumption of this study is the idea that the Bulgarian and Ukrainian 

literary Modernisms were cultural-political projects that aimed at the creation of 

national citizens and articulated, through the ‘art for art’s sake’ aesthetics a very 

distinctive nationalist program for cultural revival and nation-formation. 

Ultimately, this program sought the congruence of the political and the cultural as 

a way to mitigate the controversial, and often conflicting, experience of 

nationality as a modem form of social bonding and identification. Therefore, the 

study attempts to unravel the tensions involved in the ‘construction’ of high 

national culture by focusing on a single aspect of the nation-building process. 

That is, to put it succinctly, the attempt to appropriate available indigenous 

resources (i.e., the ‘pre-existing’ traditions of vernacular culture) in order to make 

them meaningful in the present as part of the modem public ‘high’ culture. This 

seems to be characteristic for the nation-building initiatives in ‘marginalized,’ 

peripheral societies.

Specifically, I am interested in explicating the paradoxical logic of 

modernist controversial engagement with folk culture as a resource for identity 

formation and articulation. My study is concerned above all with the exploration 

of Bulgarian and Ukrainian modernist theoretical and critical production. It 

refrains from offering extensive literary analyses of individual modernist works 

and, instead, looks at private (letters and diaries) and public (articles, reviews, 

etc.) expressions of modernist attitudes toward local vernacular traditions in order 

to trace the similarities and differences in the intellectual articulation of these two 

“small nations” (Hroch 2000). My choice is justified by the desire to investigate 

the processes of systematic “allocation and contest for resources” in the 

purposeful intellectual promulgation of the nation in public discourse (Verdery in 

Kennedy and Sunny 1999, 20).
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In Bulgarian and Ukrainian tum-of-the-century society, a common feature 

appears to be the tension between the inherited vernacular cultural production and 

modem written literature as two code-systems that defined the manner of 

collective self-expression and supplied means to signify the nation through the 

public discourse of the ‘common’ culture. In other words, my study is concerned 

with the frictions between the traditional and the modem, the native and the 

foreign, the ‘high’ and the ‘low’ (popular) in the constitution of Bulgarian and 

Ukrainian national culture, which seem to be particularly significant for the 

formation and cultural-political modernization of ‘small / marginal nations.’

This study proposes an alternative reading of the modernist project and 

practices -  an attempt that tries, on the one hand, to transcend the current debate 

between primordialists, modernists, and perenialists in the theorization of the 

nation (cf. James 1996). On the other hand, the study challenges stereotypical 

approaches to Bulgarian and Ukrainian Modernism that render these movements 

as inadequate and deviant reproductions of Western Modemism(s). As Ilnytzkyj 

has pointed out, it is a commonplace in Ukrainian scholarship to assert that 

because of its “strong patriotic strain,” Ukrainian Modernism has “normally been 

interpreted as failing,” demonstrating “the inability of Ukrainian literature to shed 

completely its populist heritage, or as the inevitable response of poets to the 

inevitable political position of Ukraine” (1991: 261-262). Although Bulgarian 

Modernism was rarely assessed from this position, its conceptualization suffers 

similar prejudices.

In this context, one immediate purpose of my work is to open a space for 

the critical re-evaluation of the Bulgarian and Ukrainian modernist projects in 

light of the socio-historical circumstances that propelled the modernization of 

these ‘peripheral’ locations. In addition, this work explores the modernist 

ideological manipulation of the established vernacular traditions as resources for 

the intellectual construction and articulation of the nation. Thus, the study will 

argue three main points. First, Modernism in Bulgaria and Ukraine was a cultural-
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political rather than exclusively aesthetic movement. In these two locations, it 

evolved as a form of cultural nationalism that pursued the modernization and 

moral resurrection of the respective communities through their Europeanization 

and Westernization. Respectively, in both cultural contexts the modernist 

ideology that the local intellectuals contrived differed from the mainstream 

European Modernisms in its purposes and general orientation (the patriotic strain 

to which Ilnytzkyj alludes) because it was contingent on the specific experience of 

nationality occasioned by the local socio-historical, and political conditions of the 

time. Second, the central concern of these two movements was the articulation of 

alternative versions of Bulgarian and Ukrainian identity. Such versions were often 

developed in opposition to the models of self-representation officially promoted 

by the state. As a rule, they reflected the modem definition of social collectivity 

thereby endorsing the supremacy of personal autonomy and freedom of choice in 

a way that exposed the ‘fluidity’ and ‘constructed-ness’ of identity as embodied in 

the controversial experience of nationality, “lived as a series of remarkable 

contradictions” (James 1996, xi). Third, the modernist project in both localities 

focused on the articulation of the basic parameters of civil society, pushing for the 

nation’s further democratization and liberalization. The modernist projects in both 

localities I believe were successful with respect to the formulation and 

endorsement of a positive national image by means of creating a high national 

culture that attempted to unite the ethnic and the civic principles of national self- 

determination. This high national culture had a long-lasting effect because it 

produced a habitus that essentially maintained the prestige and social value of the 

local intellectuals as a powerful and progressive social force that relentlessly 

opposed society’s backwardness, continuously introducing change and social 

innovations.
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1. THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: 

LOCATING THE PROBLEM

We are now at the threshold of a new age for 
the study of all modernist literature [...] 
there is no richer time to be a modernist 
teacher and scholar [...] and many of the 
riches are yet to be found in the untapped 
archives and in the unexamined histories of 
modernist texts.

R. Schuchard1

1.1. Theorizing the Relationship of Modernism 
and Local Tradition: Revisiting Modernism

The term ‘Modernism,’ although widely used, is problematic. Its meaning is 

vague and strongly dependent on the scholarly discourse within which it is 

constructed. In literary studies alone, there are enough contradictory definitions to 

make ‘Modernism’ an ambiguous and somewhat useless concept. Thus, it is 

obligatory, while going through what other scholars have written about the 

meaning of the term, to try, at least in principle, to point out the set of features I 

hold to be part of the conceptual ‘schema’ of Modernism.

Let me begin the examination of what -  in my view -  appears to be a 

standard approach in western conceptualizations of Modernism with a reference 

to Astradur Eysteinsson's comment that “ ‘Modernism’ signals a dialectical 

opposition to what is not functionally ‘modem,’ namely ‘tradition’ ” (1990, 8). In 

the same line of thought, another comment, one made by folklorists, is worth 

mentioning. In the introductory article to the special issue of Western Folklore 

featuring the new perspectives in contemporary folkloristics, Charles Briggs and

1 Cited in Ian Wilson, Warren Gould and Warren Cherniak, eds., Modernist 
Writers and the Market Place (London: Macmillian Press, 1996) xviii.

1
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Amy Shuman opine that folklore is “a discipline [that] is concerned with the study

of traditional, vernacular, and local cultural productions,” and as such was

“created as the silent Other o f modernism1’ (1993, 109).

Today, it appears to me, the cleavage between Modernism and tradition is

not so sharp. As Eysteinsson has pointed out, Modernism at present is just another

contested tradition, one of the many we have recognized as part of our most

recent art and literary history. I also agree with this scholar when he suggests that,

“the anti-traditional aspects of modernism and their implications were played

down at an early stage by writers and critics seeking an aesthetic order in which to

ground a modem poetics” (1990, 8). Let me also introduce the ‘post-modernist’

anthropological perspective of Arjun Appadurai, who claims that,

[o]ne of the most problematic legacies of grand Western social science 
(Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, [...] Emile Durkheim) is that it has steadily 
reinforced the sense of some single moment -  call it the modem moment -  
that by its appearance creates a dramatic and unprecedented break between 
past and present. Reincarnated as the break between tradition and modernity 
and typologized as the difference between ostensibly traditional and modem 
societies, this view has been shown repeatedly to distort the meanings of 
change and the politics of pastness (1997,3).

In this light, the characterization of Modernism as the reverse of traditions 

fails to provide a solid frame of reference to support a reading of the term’s 

meaning that would be useful for the purposes of this study. Even though I agree 

in principle with the interpretation of Modernism as the Other of tradition, I also 

find it compulsory to broaden modernism’s definition by attempting to see it as a 

form of cultural practice that did not oppose tradition, but in fact strove to revise, 

modernize and re-invent traditionalized modes of aesthetic signification in order 

to make these suitable for the expression of modem aesthetic sensibilities and 

cultural dispositions. Thus, regarding the relationship of Modernism and tradition, 

I tend to espouse Jusdanis’ view (1991): this scholar argues that “the split 

between tradition and modernity has been a function of the modernization project, 

which assumes that modem societies have completely eradicated traditional 

elements and, conversely, that traditional societies have no modem features”

2
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(Jusdanis 1991, xiii). According to him, the two concepts are dialectically related 

and continuous rather than radically opposed and separated, proposing therefore, a 

more sophisticated and more plausible model of their interaction.

In the view of another author concerned with defining the concept of 

Modernism from a philosophical perspective, the term designates “an aesthetic 

movement inside modernity, yet one that sees itself as counteracting certain 

negative aspects of modernity -  the inability, for example, to yield a contented 

and equitable society, despite its promises, or fully to account for the aesthetic 

experience as a guide to and authorization of value, as romanticism had been able 

to do” (Berman 1994, viii). As this critic asserts, the fundamental presumption of 

Modernism is the romantic belief in the “pre-eminence of art as affording a 

verifiable access to truth” (Berman 1994, viii). In his view, “modernism 

incorporates notions of spirit, genius, self-expression, and inspiration as 

instruments of world change” while at the same time it produces critical 

formalism “in a more comfortably empiricist guise” (1994, 23).

According to Berman, “by the end of the nineteenth century, modernism 

has emerged to impede or prevent modernity from proceeding along the path 

dictated solely by empiricist principles” (1994, 25). This intellectual movement 

was concerned with defining “values, not facts.” To deal with facts and 

technology was a task left for scientists to tackle. In this manner, Berman writes, 

“the modernists claim a separate territory, the aesthetic-emotional leadership 

necessary to give value to science” (1994, 25; italics mine).

More or less explicitly articulated, the idea that modernism is an essential 

part of the processes of modernization seems to be unanimously accepted in 

contemporary critical discourses (Neville 1992, Berman 1994, Sarup 1996). 

European Modernism is viewed as an intellectual movement that challenged the 

most basic philosophical and epistemological assumptions of nineteenth-century 

‘bourgeois’ society. It, ultimately, questioned the rights and capability of the 

‘bourgeoisie’ to function as cultural leaders. It is commonly held that modernism

3
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was primarily an aesthetic project, though one that had far-reaching social and 

political implications. It was put forward, as Pierre Bourdieu shows us (1995), by 

a certain type of intellectual who aspired to gain social recognition in the field of 

cultural production.

These individuals arrived with a wealth of symbolical capital (following 

Bourdieu's apt formulation) that, presumably, no other social group possessed at 

the time. Their goal was to assert themselves as “fully fledged members of the 

world of art,” and to acquire a dominant position in it (Bourdieu 1995, 61). The 

fact that they were rich with symbolical capital served to prove their ability to be 

cultural leaders, and thus, by means of announcing the right of art to serve no 

other master but itself, they substantiated their claim to cultural hegemony.

It is important, for the purposes of this research, to distinguish between 

‘modernizers’ and the modernists. In the context of Bulgarian and Ukrainian 

society, the modernists, though primary, were not the only agents of 

modernization. However, what was peculiar to their practice as ‘modernizers’ 

seems to inform the specificity of the Bulgarian and Ukrainian versions of 

Modernism. For instance, artists and critics, such as Pencho P. Slaveikov and Dr. 

Krustiu Krustev in Bulgaria, or Volodymyr Vynnychenko, Natalia Kobryns’ka 

and others in Ukraine, were interested in the political as well as economic 

transformation of their communities. They, although speaking of political and 

social disengagement, were actively involved in the propagation of modem liberal 

and democratic ideas. Many of the modernists (especially in Ukraine, which at the 

time was a colonially dependent territory) were members of political parties that 

opposed the existing official institutions and actively engaged in the ‘creation’ of 

alternative political and social structures. In other words, the strong socio-political 

orientations of the Bulgarian and Ukrainian modernist movements appear not to 

be distortions or insufficiencies of the cultural development of these people, but a 

logical outcome of the peculiarity of historical conditions in which modernization 

in these two ‘marginalized’ communities took place.

4
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The aesthetics of ‘art for art's sake,’ as Bourdieu (1995) points out, was 

elaborated as an independent ideological position, and expressed in a 

sophisticated conceptual paradigm that sustained the modernists’ aspirations for 

power. As a strategy, modernists in the West chose to follow the path of 

renunciation. Their fundamental credo became the principle of complete 

detachment from social and political activities. They went to extreme in defending 

their depreciation of things material. The almost ascetic seclusion, and withdrawal 

from the social reality into the world of beauty, harmony and idealistic musing, 

which they discovered in their own creative drives, became a matter of moral 

virtue.

The figure of the modem artist or writer, “[who is] a full-time 

professional, dedicated to one's work in a total and exclusive manner, indifferent 

to the exigencies of politics and to the injunctions of morality, and not 

recognizing any other jurisdiction other than the norms specific to one's art,” was 

legitimized as a new social personality. The new social position was embodied in 

the modem archetype of the ‘starving artist.’ Stripped of material possessions and 

social obligations the modernist artist was invented as an individual who stands 

beyond the constraints of history, culture, and society. As such, the modernist 

artists enjoyed high social prestige and found themselves established in the 

system of social differentiation (Bourdieu 1995, 76-77). The process of creation 

and empowering of the modem artist was, as Bourdieu writes, “inseparable from 

the invention of pure aesthetics” and the institutionalization of art as an 

autonomous and highly respected social activity (1995,111).

This ideological position, as the eminent French social theorist argues, was 

the only option available to the modernists, especially if one takes into account 

the configuration of power relations brought about by the shift towards capitalist 

economy and industrialization (Bourdieu 1995, 61). He explains that the aesthetic 

ideology of pure art was not a ready-made position, one “to be taken up, like 

those founded in the very logic of social functioning, through the social functions

5
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they fulfill, or claim to It was, in his view, “a position to be made, devoid 

of any equivalent in the field of power and which might not or wasn't necessary 

supposed to exist” (Bourdieu 1995, 76). Its roots are to be found “in the 

experiences associated with the fact of occupying, at the heart of the [artistic] 

literary field, a dominated position which is clearly not unconnected with [the] 

position [of such individuals] in terms of origin, and more precisely, to the 

dispositions and the economic and cultural capital they have inherited from it” 

(Bourdieu 1995, 74).

If seen from this perspective, European Modernism then, seems to be best 

conceived of as an ideology of subversion. It evolved because of the changes and 

historical disruptions taking place since the second half of the nineteenth century 

and, undoubtedly, was a major consequence of the spread of modernity 

(Eysteinsson 1990, 6). According to Berman, the major characteristic of 

modernist ideology was the “discontent with the triumph of modernity through its 

technology and its international economics.” European modernists “protested] 

that the cost of economic prosperity has been the homogenization of humanity,” 

and they strove to “liberate people from economy” and offer them a different 

ideological perspective, which itself constitutes the policy of aesthetic revolt and 

negation of ‘normality,’ conventionality and tradition (Berman 1994, 25).2

The various channels and means of communication were the primary 

focus of modernist revolt. This was, as Eysteinsson writes, “where the interruptive 

practices of modernism appear in their most significant and characteristic forms” 

(1990, 6). Modernists rebelled against conventional stereotypes of perception, and 

above all, were concerned to find alternative modes of representation. Because art 

needed to be recognized as a “social, political and aesthetic corrective” to

2 It is widely known that the modernists did not produce “an audience of the
requisite magnitude and power, aside from the audience that uses modernism only to
adom its surroundings” (Berman 1994, 25). But their zest for originality and, to a certain
degree, their philosophy of cynicism are also what, in my view, remain the driving forces 
of contemporary post-modernist intellectualism.
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modernity (Berman 1994, 5), modernists directed their efforts to undermine the 

unquestionable authority of rational thinking, which, since the times of 

Enlightenment, provided the basic premise of modem epistemology. In the course 

of their resistance to ‘political’ and ‘economic’ domination, modernists made 

many transgressions and erased many boundaries, thus, irreversibly changing the 

very structure of the field of cultural production. A fundamental aspect of the 

modernist aesthetic enterprise was, as Bourdieu observes, to “be its own market,” 

and evidently, through the institutionalization of such a ‘market’ social prestige 

and authority were vested into the activity of modem artists and writers.

Here, I think, two methodological points are of relevance. I try to 

conceptualize the modernist revolt against tradition and conventionalized forms of 

representation in relation to the changes occurring in a particular historical, 

cultural and social environment because of the arrival of ‘modernity’ there. I 

espouse the idea that if we were to understand what modernism as a cultural force 

was, we must look at the specific historical, political, cultural conditions that 

characterized the social contexts in which the modernization projects were 

engendered in different places and times. More specifically, we need to explore 

the transformations in the mindset of the local intellectuals that allowed for the 

modernist aesthetic practices to evolve, and the ideology of art for art's sake to 

gain social recognition. In other words, we have to see how Modernism became 

an international movement by means of its careful instilment, reproduction, and 

institutionalization in many different localities around the globe.

I see the modernists as a sort of international ‘society’ of intellectuals 

who, to a degree, shared a particular critical attitude toward their contemporary 

socio-economical and cultural environments. This attitude was manifested in their 

lifestyle, social relations, aesthetic preferences and tastes. Yet, I also recognize 

the modernists to be historical subjects who were products of very distinct social 

and cultural ‘neighborhoods’ (to use Appadurai's formulation) within which they

3 Cf. his discussion on the production of locality, and the distinction he makes
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lived and operated, and against which they rebelled. Essentially, this directs us to 

see modernist literature and artworks as realizations of a concrete social practice, 

‘globally’ known, but with a logic of development and struggle that was 

historically and culturally dependent on the social circumstances under which it 

arose.

A successful break away from the existing traditions meant, as Bourdieu 

argues, that modernist ideology had to find itself “instituted both in the objective 

structures of a socially governed universe and in the mental structures of those 

who inhabit it and who tend by this fact to accept as evident the injunctions 

inscribed in the immanent logic of its functioning” (1995, 60-61). In this context 

then, the formal approaches (New Criticism, Formalism, Structuralism, etc.), 

which tend to neglect the influences of social forces, and focus on the exploration 

of the aesthetic qualities of modernist works, become merely strategic devices, as 

Eysteinsson has acknowledged, tied to the “vested professional interests of those 

whose careers are felt to be dependent upon literature as an autonomous field of 

study.” I fully agree with him that “[b]y securing the autonomy of literature [...] 

literary criticism is also protecting its vulnerable specificity and justifying its 

existence as an area of significant cultural inquiry” (Eysteinsson 1990, 77).

To re-invest the historical perspective into the study of modernist art 

means also that the notion of tradition becomes a very specific category, one that I 

conceptualize as a locally constructed ‘object’ of modernist disruption and 

experimentation. In each particular space and time what are viewed as 

‘traditional’ and conventional modes of representation, are historically concrete 

phenomena, which modernist artists and writers sought later to challenge in order 

to define their own distinctiveness. The field of cultural production, as Bourdieu 

(1995) calls it, where the modernists had an ambition to assert themselves as 

individuals rich with symbolic capital, in each case exhibited a very specific

between locality as a structure of feeling, and neighborhoods as the actual social forms in 
which locality is embodied through the formation of what the anthropologist calls “local 
subjects” (Appadurai 1997, 178-200).
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configuration, because in every particular cultural environment a different 

structure of power relations, ideological struggles and access to the market 

determined against whom and what the modernists stood in opposition. Thus, they 

justified, rejected, and attempted to transform different local traditions.

In literary studies on Western Modernism, the general premise has been 

that, in countries like France, or Britain and America, etc., the traditions 

modernists rebelled against were predominantly written literary traditions which 

were incorporated into the national canon. As Ruth Finnegan (1988) has 

observed, in western European cultural space the notion of ‘literature’ bears 

strong association with the notion of ‘written.’ This bias, as she emphasizes, over 

the last centuries of European history had determined the attitude of western 

scholars toward existing oral modes of communication. Accordingly, it had 

influenced the way the concept of ‘literature’ has been defined and interpreted. As 

Finnegan writes, “what was written was to be valued and analyzed; and what was 

not written was not worthy of scholarly study” (1988, 124).

Complementary to her observations is the previously mentioned comment 

of Eysteinsson, who acknowledges that modernists aspired to challenge and 

disrupt conventionalized modes of literary writing, or, as he refers to it, “the most 

immediate literary heritage” (1990, 59). Evidently, the sharp division of oral and 

written (i.e., strictly literary) modes of communication, which in western 

scholarly conceptualizations are viewed as two distinct, somewhat non-related or 

even opposed types of aesthetic communication, is another important factor that 

might have set obstacles for the study of Modernism’s relationship with the local 

vernacular traditions. However, as Finnegan has argued, and I completely agree 

with her, “orality and literacy are not two separate and independent things; nor (to 

put it more correctly) are oral and written modes two mutually exclusive and 

opposed processes of representing and communicating information” (1988, 175). 

There are, as she convincingly shows, many diverse forms in which they might 

come into contact, and “there is a striking overlap between oral and written
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literature” (1988, 110). In this respect, I here share the same view as Finnegan. 

She fervently defends the position that “in differing cultures and periods [orality 

and literacy] are used differently in different social contexts, and insofar as they 

can be distinguished at all as separate modes rather than a continuum, they 

mutually interact and affect each other, and the relations between them are 

problematic rather than self-evident” (Finnegan 1988, 175).

In other words, it is somewhat naive to continue taking the relationship of 

vernacular traditions and Modernism for granted. By refusing to delve into the 

variety of forms in which traditional and modem culture at different places and 

times come into contact, we miss a chance to grasp the intricate way in which 

they are interpenetrating, and mutually nourishing each other. Essentially, what 

follows from recognizing the constantly changing dynamics of their relations is 

that the categories of ‘literary’ and ‘tradition’ are relativized. This means that in 

different cultural environments the term ‘literature’ will encompass different 

forms. In some cultures, it might refer to nothing but oral verbal expressions 

appreciated for their aesthetic qualities. In other contexts, both written and oral 

texts will constitute the literary heritage of a community. If it is true that in 

Western Europe, the term ‘literature’ refers above all to the established written, or 

even printed national literary traditions, incorporating above all individually 

authored works (cf. Allen 1985, 428 and Barber 1998, 837), it does not 

necessarily follow that the same assumption is universally valid. In Bulgaria and 

Ukraine for instance, as I tend to think, a clear distinction between ‘written’ and 

‘oral’ literature arose due to the modernist project. In my view, the development 

of folklore studies as a scholarly discipline was also one of the outcomes of the 

‘modernization’ (Europeanization) of Bulgarian and Ukrainian societies. It was 

during the period of Romanticism and Modernism that folklore research gained 

social recognition and became a professional enterprise in both countries. The 

history of this development, to some extent, will be the subject of discussion in 

the next chapters. Insofar as this topic will be broached again in later sections, it
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suffices to say here that Bulgarian and Ukrainian modernists were, in my view, 

the first to support such distinction by means of announcing a sharp division 

between ‘high’ and ‘low’ literature. I aspire to explain why they needed to do this 

in subsequent chapters.

As was previously mentioned, the manner in which ‘tradition’ is 

constituted and defined as Modernism's ‘Other’ is of central importance in the 

study of modernist practices. Thus, in order to be able to explore these practices, 

it is necessary to define first what is meant by vernacular culture and folklore. My 

next section examines on the basis of recent scholarly discussions the changes 

introduced in contemporary theorizations and approaches to the study of local 

vernacular cultures.

1.2. Modernism’s Other: Re-Defining ‘Tradition’

I employ the terms ‘vernacular’ and ‘local oral traditions’ as synonyms. This, 

notwithstanding, I am aware, as Finnegan reminds us, that the terms do not 

necessarily overlap in their meaning. Thus, following her review of the concept of 

‘oral tradition,’ I observe that in scholarly writing four different semantic 

attributes are usually ascribed to this expression. These are, namely, verbal, non

written, belonging to the ‘people’ (what conventionally is designated as Volk), 

fundamental and valued (1988, 7).4 In this thesis I use both vernacular (folk) 

culture and local oral traditions to denote the everyday life practices of Ukrainian 

and Bulgarian peasants, from which the romantic, populist and modernist artists 

‘borrowed’ raw material for their creative endeavors.

4 According to Finnegan what is usually meant by Volk is “non-educated, non
elite.” Regarding the perception of ‘oral tradition’ as fundamental and valued, it is 
connoted because ostensibly such traditions are long-lasting, ‘transmitted over 
generations, perhaps by the community or ‘folk’ rather than conscious individual actions’ 
(1988, 7). Her comments are helpful to reveal what modernists, and in particular 
Bulgarian and Ukrainian modernists, saw as inherited vernacular traditions.
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Reiterating Finnegan’s opinion, the American folklorists Briggs and 

Shuman insist that it is important to reflect carefully on what we and others define 

as ‘tradition’ and for what purposes we (re)-construct this concept. But this is only 

one aspect of the problem. In addition, it is, perhaps, more important to keep in 

mind, as these scholars enthusiastically advise, that “[...] characterizing cultural 

forms as ‘traditional’ constitutes a powerful means of imbuing them with social 

value and authority” (Briggs and Shuman 1993, 116).

The folklorist Henry Glassie has defined tradition as “the many ways 

people convert the old into new.” In his words, “[...] tradition is the creation of 

the future out of the past.” The scholar admits that “[in] a continuous process 

situated in the nothingness of the present, linking the vanished with the unknown, 

tradition is stopped, parceled, and codified by thinkers who fix upon this aspect to 

that, in accord with their needs or preoccupations, and leave us with a scatter of 

apparently contradictory, yet cogent, definitions” (1995, 395). By means of 

stopping, parceling and codifying old forms, a tradition comes into existence, and 

what I see in the modernist re-invention of Bulgarian and Ukrainian vernacular 

cultures is namely a process of re-codification, and re-creation of traditional 

cultural items for the purposes of constructing a national high culture. In their 

imaginary totality such items are presented as symbols of the Volk ‘roots’ and 

offered to the modem audience as a revived or re-invented ‘tradition.’ Thus, when 

I use the term ‘tradition,’ I am referring to such consciously re-invented folk 

material.

With respect to folklore, Finnegan explicitly states that the term “has 

notorious problems too” (1992, 11). As the popular story runs, Sir W. Thoms 

coined the term around the middle of the 19th century. According to him, ‘the 

lore of the people’ referred to the survivals of the past: “the few ears which are 

remaining, scattered over that field from which our forefathers might have 

gathered a goodly crop” (qt. in Finnegan 1992, 11). At the time, according to 

Finnegan, the word was meant to serve as a substitute to the then fashionable
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expressions ‘popular antiquities’ and ‘popular literature’. A more recent

definition of the term reads:

Folklore (or traditional and popular culture) is the totality of tradition-based 
creations of a cultural community, expressed by a group or individuals and 
recognized as reflecting the expectations of a community in so far as they 
reflect its cultural and social identity; its standards and values are transmitted 
orally, by imitation or by other means. Its forms include, among others, 
language, literature, music dance, games, mythology, rituals, customs, 
handicrafts, architecture and other arts.5

This definition, perhaps, is too general to be applicable here. Some clues 

for its revision come directly from the writings of contemporary folklorists. More 

specifically, I refer to a statement of Dennis. L. Brenneis (1993). Commenting on 

Deborah Kapchan's article in the previously mentioned special issue of Western 

Folklore, he writes that the “classical artifact of folklore, the ‘item’ ” is no longer 

considered to be a “recapitulation of lineal past, but as the locus of a new 

animation of, and set of meanings for it” (296). In this light, the practice of 

“traditionalizing,” as Shuman and Briggs call it, is essential for the construction of 

traditions of various kinds, and moreover, folklore is, as they write, “always 

already (in Derrida's terms) a politics of culture” (Briggs and Shuman 1993, 

112).6 The fact that folklorists have widened the scope of their study to include all 

forms of artistic expressiveness7 that could be characterized as “traditional, 

vernacular and local,” provides me with a chance to look at how exactly the 

“process of traditionalizing [and re-invention of] culture thus emerges as a locus

5 This, according to Finnegan, is the definition accepted by UNESCO. See in her 
book Oral Traditions the reference to L. Honko's citation (1988, 12).

6 See also Shuman's statement that tradition in the view of folklorists is never a 
"monolithic static category" but rather "a process of inventing and appropriating the past" 
(1993,361).

7 One of Ben-Amos' famous definitions of folklore reveals that it encompasses 
"all conventional expressive devices available for performance and the achievement of 
performer status within a socially bounded group" (qt. in Hanson 1993, 329). Another, no 
less influential saying of the prominent American folklorist acknowledges that folklore is 
"artistic communication in small communities" (qt. in Briggs and Shuman 1993, 121).
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of strategies for empowering particular groups, rhetorics, [and] interests” (Briggs 

and Shuman 1993, 116).

American folklorists, and I presume many contemporary scholars in the 

humanities, tend to agree that ‘traditions,’ in this respect are, in the majority of 

cases ‘invented,’8 and so the category of ‘authenticity’ is, by definition, a 

contested notion. Today, as Paul W. Hanson (1993) argues, the new perspectives 

of folklore study take that into account. Moreover, according to him, the most 

significant shift in the focus of attention at present is from exploring the “ties that 

bind texts to their performative contexts” toward the investigation of what he calls 

“the situated discursive appropriation of texts from previous contexts.”9 In 

Hanson’s understanding, the highly textualized and valued segments of ritual 

performances -  and I dare to extend his assertion to other traditional forms as well 

-  are often “issued travel visas that allow them to be decontextualized and 

recontextualized along socially recognized pathways.” Thus, the scholar claims 

that the theorization of practices (defined by Bauman and Briggs as 

“entextualization, decontextualization, and recontextualization”)10 is of central 

importance in the contemporary study of folklore (Hanson 1993, 332). In my

8 The notion of “invented tradition” is used in the sense meant by Eric 
Hobsbawm who described the invention of tradition as a “process of formalization and 
ritualization, characterized by reference to the past, if only by repetition.” “Invented 
tradition,” he writes, “is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or 
tacitly accepted rules and of ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain 
values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with 
the past" (1983, 4; 1). The theorist shows that ancient materials can be used to construct 
invented traditions of a novel type, and it seems to me that both Bulgarian and Ukrainian 
folklore in that sense, are ‘invented traditions.’ They were constructed for the purposes of 
Bulgarian and Ukrainian nation-building during the period of Romanticism; they were 
contested and modified in modernist times; they were irreversibly altered through a 
subjugation to the hegemony of socialist politics, but nevertheless, re-emerging like a 
phoenix from the ashes, always in periods of transition and crisis when the cultural 
distinctiveness of Bulgarian and Ukrainian national identity was at stake.

9 Interesting also is the comment of Shuman. She recognizes the change to be in 
the fact that some “folklorists have moved from a goal of documenting and/or conserving 
dying traditions to studies of the commodification of culture” (Shuman 1993, 362).

10 Cf. Hanson's discussion of Bauman's and Briggs' work (1993, 332-33).
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view, the essentialization of the vernacular culture, its selective revision and re- 

invention fits well such an intellectual ‘schema,’ and I hope that approaches like 

Bauman’s and Briggs’ are indeed as helpful as they seem to be for explicating the 

politics of cultural change and alteration governing the modernist mobilization 

and manipulation of traditional cultural codes and sings.

Another important aspect of modem approaches to folklore is the 

awareness that ‘local’ as well as Volk are not neutral categories. As Amy Shuman 

(1993) asserts, “[...] local culture is always marked and always part of a larger- 

than-local context” (345). What is especially important, therefore, is to see how 

the concepts of ‘locality’ and Volk were constructed in any particular period and 

place, and what political interests were projected in these; how the imagined 

localities and group identities become locus of negotiation, and were naturalized, 

thus proving indispensable ideological tools in the fabrication, manipulation and 

maintenance of particular power positions. In this respect, as Shuman argues, 

“one of the central contributions folkloristics can make to a politics of culture is to 

name the invention of the category ‘folk’ as a place-holder for what modernists 

[did] not study” (1993, 361). At this point, it is necessary to indicate that when 

using the term ‘folklore,’ I refer to invented vernacular traditions.

In light of these comments, it is also imperative to clarify the principles 

according to which the concept of ‘nation’ was constructed and rendered 

linguistically in the Bulgarian and Ukrainian cultural contexts during the 19th and 

early 20th century. I include the following note on translation in order to justify 

the rendition of a number of Bulgarian and Ukrainian terms (narod, natsiia, rasa 

and their derivatives), which I employ as equivalents to the English words 

‘nation’ and ‘national.’ Let me start by briefly examining the theoretical premises 

that underlie my translation of the words narod and naroden. In both languages 

the word narod is a common designator, initially used by the romantic 

intellectuals, to identify ‘the people’ as a collective historical subject that was
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“seen as the bearer of sovereignty, the central object of loyalty, and the basis of

collective solidarity” (cf. Greenfeld 1996b, 10).

Greenfeld's concept of ‘people’ refers to “a mass of population whose

boundaries and nature are defined in various ways, but which is usually perceived

as larger than any concrete community and always fundamentally homogeneous

(essentially a community of equals) and only superficially divided by the lines of

status, class, locality, or, in rare cases, even ethnicity” (1996b, 10-11). She

informs us that the English noun ‘people’ was a term that initially was applied to

the lower classes and was often used “in the sense of ‘rabble’ or ‘plebs’. ” In her

view, “the redefinition of the ‘people’ as a ‘nation’ symbolically elevated the

populace to the dignity of an elite” (1996, 11). In most countries, the process took

place during the modem period, and was clearly associated with the

modernization and nationalization of their respective societies. This process

manifested itself in the attempts of local intellectuals to articulate a national

identity which, in agreement with Greenfeld’s reading, is meant here to describe

“a person’s -  and group’s -  position in the social world.” This position derives

from membership in a given ‘people,’ a political agent that the modem world

recognizes as a ‘nation,’ that is, the bearer of sovereignty and cultural

distinctiveness. As Greenfeld maintains,

Every member of the ‘people’ so interpreted partakes in [the nation’s] 
superior, elite quality, and it is in consequence that a stratified national 
population is perceived as essentially homogenenous and the people as 
sovereign. This principle lies at the basis o f all nationalisms and justifies 
viewing them as expressions o f the same general phenomenon, even though 
apart from it they share little. Modem society is a society based on this 
principle o f nationality. It is this principle that made possible and in some 
instances caused the development of major economic and political ‘structures 
of modernity’ (1996b, 11).

With respect to the English term ‘nation,’ Greenfeld claims that it acquired 

its modem meaning in the early 16th century when it was used as a synonym of 

the ‘people.’ According to her, “it meant ‘an elite’ and specifically referred to an 

elite of representatives of cultural and political authority” (1996b, 11). Here, I
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espouse Greenfeld’s interpretation of this term because it makes clear the

distinctive historical usage of the English words ‘people’ and ‘nation,’ thus

emphasizing their conceptual differences. I find her semantic explorations helpful

in validating my interpretation of the Bulgarian and Ukrainian terms narod and

natsiia (nation) as synonymous. In my translations I try to emphasize the

historical continuity of the uses of the concepts nation and ‘people’ as these were

locally constructed and articulated in the Bulgarian and Ukrainian contexts, while

simultaneously showing that their equation was a phenomenon that in both

localities occurred with the advancement of modernity. “The equation of the two

concepts -  ‘people’ and ‘nation’,” as Greenfeld has argued for England, “signified

a conceptual revolution.” This is also noted in the Bulgarian and Ukrainian

contexts, where the gradual redefinition of the term narod (people) and its

substitution with the term natsiia (nation) resulted from a number of structural

and semantic changes that occurred in the course of the 19th and 20th century.

An objective of this study is to trace some of the most significant aspects

of such structural and semantic changes in the attempt to highlight the complexity

of the processes of Bulgarian and Ukrainian self-determination. Although not

central to my study, I will attempt to show that the processes of nationalization

and modernization pose certain linguistic difficulties since at each stage the

concepts and linguistic terms -  popularized as common designators of the nation

-  “evolved out of usage within a particular set of structural constraints”

(Greenfeld 1996b, 11-12). As Greenfeld warns,

The dominant meaning of [such terms] at any given time [was] applied 
within circumstances to a certain aspect of which [they] corresponded. 
However, other aspects o f these circumstances, which did not originally 
correspond to this dominant meaning, became associated with the word, 
creating a duality o f meaning. The initially dominant meaning was gradually 
eclipsed, a new one emerged as dominant, and, while the word was retained, 
one concept gave way to another. This process of semantic transformation 
was constantly redirected by structural constraints, which formed new 
concepts. At the same time, the structural constraints were conceptualized, 
interpreted, or defined in terms of the inherited concepts, which oriented 
social action. As the concepts evolved, the definition of the situation changed,
[thus] changing the orientations too (1996b, 12).
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From this perspective, hereafter I will translate the word narod either as 

demos, or as ‘people,’ using both terms to convey an ethnic definition of the 

Bulgarian and Ukrainian nation. The first patriotic intellectuals utilized this term 

in an attempt to articulate key cultural-linguistic principles of Bulgarian and 

Ukrainian national identity. To a certain degree then, the term betrays a close 

semantic relation to the German notion of Volk. Its usage manifests a typically 

romantic approach to national self-determination, which insisted on defining the 

nation as a genealogical community bound by a common vernacular language, 

history and culture. It is necessary to note that here I will use the term Volk rarely, 

and mostly in contexts that feature a demotic model of national identification. In 

both Ukraine and Bulgaria this demotic model affirmed the peasantry as the core 

of Bulgarian and Ukrainian nation, and interpreted the ‘people’ primarily as Volk 

(i.e., the uneducated, the non-elite, peasants). As I will try to show, during the 19th 

century Ukrainian and Bulgarian romantic intellectuals identified peasants as the 

bearers of cultural distinctiveness and the central object of patriotic loyalty and 

love. They constructed a national identity that elevated the value of vernacular 

culture as the ultimate expression of national identity, establishing the ‘plebs’ as 

an absolute agent of political and cultural authority.

The concept natsiia (nation) is less confusing since in both localities the 

term was adopted as an equivalent of ‘nation.’ The popularization of this term at 

the end of the 19th century signaled a new shift in the intellectual 

conceptualization of Bulgarian and Ukrainian national identity, which clearly 

indicated the inclusion of a new set of principles -  primarily political -  that began 

defining the respective national community. Thus, the term was ‘imported’ and 

used as a local rendition of the European notion of nation as a civic society, and 

clearly was associated with the endorsement of democracy and civil rights. My 

study argues that Ukrainian and Bulgarian modernists were some of the most 

active historical agents in promoting the civic concept of nation. They operated 

with a notion of nation (natsiia) that, as I will try to prove later, was an inherently
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contradictory concept because it encompassed both civic and ethnic criteria for 

group-identification. Thus, the term natsiia (nation) was often used as a synonym 

for the ‘people.’ Although in some cases I translate both narod and natsiia as 

‘nation,’ I will keep their semantic differences clear by adding in parentheses the 

original word used by the local writer in hope that the meaning of these terms will 

not be confused.

Lastly, I want to point out that I translate the Bulgarian word rasa -  which 

literally means ‘race’ in English -  as ‘nation’ and ‘national’ because in the 1920s- 

1930s the term was also used to convey the idea of nation (Elenkov 1998, 126- 

127). Rasa and its derivative adjective rasov at that time were popular among the 

members of Bulgarian quasi-fascist and extremely rightist political and cultural 

organizations, which embraced the principle of ethnic homogeneity and 

uncontaminated genealogical ancestry (e.g., the youth organization Brannik, the 

Military League, and so on). Yet, rasa -  as Elenkov maintains -  was also a 

popular term among certain intellectuals, who used it in order to accentuate the 

‘autochthonous’ character and ethnic singularity of the Bulgarian people (e.g., 

Kiril Khristov, Professor Metodi Popov; Elenkov 1998, 127). Teodor Traianov, in 

fact, interpreted this term as a synonym of nation and employed it to emphasize 

Bulgarian cultural distinctiveness. In this manner, he expressed a burning concern 

with, and anxiety over, the unsolved national problem and the uncertainty of 

national future.

Let me now continue with the exposition of my conceptual framework. 

With respect to the study of the relationship between Modernism and local 

vernacular cultures I notice that, despite the fact that folklore was often 

constituted as the ‘Other’ of Modernism, evidence for the interests of western 

European modernists in reviving and re-inventing elements from the local 

vernacular traditions is not lacking. Here I will point out only two such instances, 

although I am convinced that numerous others can be easily found if one is 

willing to challenge the stereotypical interpretative models and techniques of
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mainstream literary criticism. The first example is the use of Irish folk tradition in 

Yeats’ modernist experimentation. According to Michael Tratner, “Yeats sought 

all his life to write a poetry that would express or create a national mind.” Thus, 

as Tratner argues, in works such as “I See Phantoms” and “Nineteenth and 

Nineteen” the poet delved into Irish traditions in order to create the images of the 

new ‘leadership’ that modernists aspired to produce (1996, 135; 156).11 The 

second writer, worth mentioning in this regard, is James Joyce. His hallmark 

modernist novel Ulysses, according to Eysteinsson, “is seething with popular 

culture: popular songs and music, bits and pieces out of newspapers, [...], 

brothels, pub talk, reverberations from popular novels” (1990, 121; Italics mine). 

In this context pertinent also is Tratner's comment that “in Ulysses, changes of 

social setting are marked by changes in style so complete that we often loose track 

of which characters we are following. Most of the styles used in the text are, [...], 

‘anonymous, collective discourse,’ so that sentences seem to derive from 

institutions that shape characters and authors alike rather than from any individual 

mind” (1996, 25; Italics mine).12

Along the same lines, one may also recollect the fascination of fin-de- 

siecle French artists, such as Henry Rousseau and Paul Guillaume for instance, 

with folk art and performances. According to Salmatanos, in the article “Folk Art” 

published in Paris-Journal on July 25, 1914 by Apollinaire, the latter observed 

that folk art was “definitely in vogue these days.” In Apollinaire’s view, 

Roussau’s experimentation was “catalytic for this new fashion,” and Samaltanos 

continues by stating that “[Rousseau’s] [...] success pushed collectors and 

curiosity seekers to search for peasant and folk paintings” (qt. in Samaltanos 

1984, 34). Thus, Salmantos’ intepretation is that “the arbitrary combination of

11 See also Mary Helen Thuente’s book IV.B. Yeats and Folklore (Totowa, N. J.: 
Barnes and Noble, 1980).

12 Also, Marguerite Quintelli-Neary (1997) offers a very illuminating and 
elaborate analysis of Joyce’s treatment of traditional Celtic motifs in Ulysses and 
Finnegans Wake in her study Folklore and the Fantastic in Twelve Modern Irish Novels
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naturalistic elements in a non-naturalistic context, the creation of a non- 

naturalistic realism, appealed to 20th century taste. It accounted for the 

appreciation of Rousseau along with Negro and folk art” (1984, 36). The situation 

is not at all that simple, as this commentary, imbued with strong formalist 

innuendo, suggests. What was most of all appreciated and praised in Rousseau’s 

art was, to put it in the words of one of his admirers, “the miraculousness” of his 

talent, the fact that his creativity seemed to spring directly from the ‘unconscious’ 

(qt. in Samaltanos 35). The concept of ‘unconscious’ in modernist works, as 

Tratner (1996) convincingly shows, was of a very controversial nature, for it was 

usually associated with the psychology of the crowd and the mass mind. In other 

words, the ‘unconscious’ in the modernist discourses presents itself less as an 

individualistic, but rather as a collective category, describing a fundamental 

property of the human mind.

The attitude of modernists toward vernacular traditions, especially if one 

has in mind literature, was thus, nothing but simple. Tratner cogently argues that 

the modernists were simultaneously fascinated and afraid of using folk (popular) 

culture in their artistic quests. Aiming at expressing the ‘pure spirit’ and the 

sublime truth about human consciousness and creativity, they epitomized the 

‘mass unconscious’ and delved into the anonymous, uncontrollable creative 

impulses of the ‘mob.’ In this manner, they strove to master the language of the 

unconscious believing, as the scholar writes, that “ [...] vast collective entities 

such as classes, genders, nationalities shape the individual mind [...].” (Tratner 

1996, 3).

It is noteworthy that the critic even ventures an unconventional 

periodization of Modernism, proposing two stages, arguing that in the first period 

the West European modernists were terrified by the ‘masses,’ and transformed the 

‘mob’ (or Volk) into a symbol of suppressed potentials and powers. By means of 

such transformation the ‘mass unconscious’ became tightly linked to notions and

(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press; 25-58; 59-82).
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images of sexual potency, racial and cultural differences, and the feminine. These 

were conceived of not as alternatives but as a source of psychological energies 

that would allow for individuals such as Yeats, Woolf, Eliot, etc. to acquire a 

completed identity in which the collective and the individual would ultimately 

blend (Tratner 1996, 132-134). So, the early period these writers’ literary careers 

“was characterized by a desire to remain separate from the masses and by a horror 

at the inability to do so” (Tratner 1996, 136).

The second phase, as the scholar describes it, was dominated by their 

endeavors to “develop workable structures for speaking to and from the mass 

unconscious.” During this period modernists joined the masses, and began serving 

‘collective causes,’ affirming themselves as cultural and political leaders. Tratner 

conceptualizes Yeats’ literary development as an exemplary case, one 

illuminating best the transition from individualistic to a collectivist vision of the 

human personality that, according to the critic, took place in modernist writing. In 

Tratner’s view, the poet gradually reached the conclusion that the individual 

cannot “hold the ‘essence’ of the nation in his mind,” therefore “the only way to 

create a nation [was] to disrupt the individual mind” (1996, 135). In this respect, 

as Tratner argues, one has to look at modernist disruption as a shift from 

“representing individuals to representing masses.” This change, states the critic, 

“was a change in artistic style as much as a change in politics” (1996, 68). I find 

his understanding extremely insightful, and I wholeheartedly align myself with 

his position. Here, it will be my task to show how exactly this change in politics 

and style occurred in Bulgaria and Ukraine, and what special role the vernacular 

tradition -  invented as a symbol of the ‘mass unconscious’ -  played in the 

projects of Bulgarian and Ukrainian modernists to establish themselves as the 

cultural leadership of their nations.

More revealing of the changing perceptions of Western literary 

scholarship and the recent shift toward more careful examination of the use of 

folklore in modernist art is the previously mentioned book of Marguerite
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Quintelli-Neary (1997). She maintains that modem Irish novelists such as James 

Joyce, Flann O’Brien, Mervyn Wall, Darrell Figgis and others, “raised in a 

tradition of orality combined with exposure to in-depth scholarly research and 

findings, in both academic and popular writing, used elements from myth and 

folklore to their own purposes” (2; italics mine). Quintelli-Neary acknowledges 

that “[wjhether freely blending motifs from assorted source works in fantasy 

writing, or religious satire, they assert the uniquely Irish quality of their writing 

and evince their ability to recycle motifs from well-worn tales” (1997, 2). She 

warns against a simplistic interpretation of the treatment of folkloric and 

mythological elements in the modern novels as “an attempt to denigrate the 

tradition or rob it of its dignity.” Fitting William R. Bascom’s functional approach 

to folklore, Quintelli-Neary suggests that the effect of folklore elements used in 

modem Irish novels was “to validate culture, to educate, to maintain conformity, 

and to allow for escape in fantasy from repressions imposed on men by society” 

(1997, 3).

I agree with her, but my approach is based on a different set of theoretical 

sources. In principle, my desire is to tackle the problem of modernist mobilization 

and intellectual manipulation of the local vernacular culture from an 

interdisciplinary point of view. Thus, the theoretical framework of this study 

constitutes an eclectic web of ideas coming from sociology, social psychology, 

postcolonial literary theory, and anthropology. Briefly outlined, let me conclude 

this chapter by introducing Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990a). It 

presents the intellectual model informing my work’s most general conceptual 

frame of reference. The rest of my theoretical sources will be critically reviewed 

in subsequent parts of the thesis, usually as a means of setting up the intellectual 

backdrop for the proposed explanations and analyses.
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1.3. Clearing the Grounds: Methodological Concerns

In the light of Bourdieu’s self-reflective theory, I would begin the synopsis of his 

work that is pertinent to this study by remarking that I see in his 

intellectualizations an attempt to propose a more realistic and accurate ‘micro- 

theory’ of human practices, which draws attention to the fact that researchers are 

human agents and therefore, are not completely objective in their approach and 

handling of the facts.

Regardless of the various critiques to which Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

and in general his sociological method can be subjected, it is clear that the scholar 

insists on acknowledging that we always analyze reality from a particular 

perspective, bringing our value judgments into “the spectacle offered to [us]” 

(Bourdieu 1990a, 52). In this respect, what I most appreciate in Bourdieu’s 

approach to literature and culture is his attempt to offer a method that, as Jenkins 

has pointed out, “is concerned with what individuals do in their daily lives,” 

avoiding the pitfalls of interpreting human practices as solely determined by the 

individual’s decision making, as on the one hand, sociological subjectivism would 

have it, or defined by the supra-individual structures of society as, on the other 

hand, sociological objectivism would have it (Jenkins 1992). For the eminent 

French sociologist, social practice is embodied knowledge, an integral part of 

social agents’ behavior that is manifested in their ways of life. In this respect, I 

find Bourdieu’s theory a particularly powerful tool for explaining workings of 

culture that are not readily available for critical analysis because they are part of 

our own regime of truth. Although his demand for showing our intellectual biases 

is somewhat trivial, I highly value the scholar’s struggle to define an analytical 

mode that “neither imposes [relations and rules] from the outside nor turns from 

the actual workings of practice toward a formalization imposed by its own logic” 

(Loesberg 1993, 1035). In my view, his effort to produce a description that is both 

‘independent’ from the immediate primary experience yet providing objective
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elucidation of such experience -  while striving to grasp the rules that govern the 

practice as one is engaged in it -  is most commendable. Having stated this, let me 

also add that I do not see Bourdieu’s theory as a universally applicable system of 

propositions but rather as a network of ideas one can borrow from and, with a 

certain dose of skepticism, adjust to fit one’s particular ends. In this light, the 

concepts I assess as most useful in directing the following analyses and 

discussions are Bourdieu’s definitions of habitus, symbolic power, and taste.

The concept of habitus is a key to understanding Bourdieu’s sociological 

method. As John B. Thompson has pointed out in his introduction to the English 

translation of Bourdieu’s Language and Symbolic Power, the notion has been 

known since the times of Aristotle and classical antiquity, but the French 

sociologist “uses it in a distinctive and quite specific way” (1999, 12). Bourdieu 

defines the habitus as a “system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured 

structures predisposed to function as structuring structures [or] principles that 

generate and organize practices and representations that can be objectively 

adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an 

express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them” (Bourdieu 

1990a, 53). He views such principles as formed through a historical interaction 

between social agents, who in their behavior are guided by certain regularities 

“inherent in [the] arbitrary condition” that is one’s social world. These principles 

“tend to appear necessary, even natural, since they are the basis of the schemes of 

perception and appreciation through which they are apprehended” (Bourdieu 

1990a, 53-54). The habitus then functions as an organizing cognitive framework 

that ensures “the active presence of past experiences, which, deposited in each 

organism in the form of schemes of perception, of thought and action, tend to 

guarantee the ‘correctness’ of practices and their constancy over time, more 

reliably than all formal rules and explicit norms” (Bourdieu 1990a, 54). “This 

system of dispositions [is] a present past that tends to perpetuate itself into the 

future by reactivation in similarly structured practices, an internal law through
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which the law of external necessities, irreducible to immediate constraints, is 

constantly exerted...” (Bourdieu 1990a, 54).

At a first glance, it may seem that Bourdieu’s concept of habitus refers to 

those unwritten rules that generate and guide our dispositions and reactions to the 

world, and which are embedded in the particular culture wherein we dwell. The 

habitus operates in the twilight zone between completely conscious and 

subconscious modes of thought, involving (learned) knowledge that we usually 

take for granted, yet is available for reflective intellectualizations once we make 

the effort to analyze it. The habitus then, may appear as that social mechanism (or 

system of rules) that enforces continuity in the social world by imposing certain 

cultural limitations to our actions and defines our outlook on life. It is not 

surprising that some scholars (May 1996, 133-134) have accused Bourdieu of 

failing to show how historical changes in the social system occur over time, 

undermining and imperceptibly altering “the system of generative schemes” that 

is the habitus (Bourdieu 1990a, 55). However, in my view, the French theorist is 

fully aware of such changes, and although he does not make these an explicit 

object of intellectual scrutiny, the implications are quite clear. For example, 

Bourdieu admits that the habitus “makes possible the free production of all the 

thoughts, perceptions, and actions inherent in the particular conditions of its 

production” thereby suggesting that it is important to explore the change in the 

conditions that require the invention and re-invention of a particular habitus. 

“Because the habitus is an infinite capacity for generating products -  thoughts, 

perceptions, expressions and actions -  whose limits are set by the historically and 

socially situated conditions of its production, the conditioned and conditional 

freedom it provides is as remote from creation of unpredictable novelty as it is 

from simple mechanical reproduction of the original conditioning” (1990a, 55).

It is not difficult to understand why I like Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, 

considering that I intend to analyze the cultural practice of Modernism as one that 

was globally known, but reproduced under very different political and social
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conditions. From this perspective, it is impossible to look for European

Modernism’s ‘mechanical reproduction’ as it is impossible to neglect the

limitations imposed on the realization of the modernist practices by the conditions

of their original conception. Therefore, analyses that assess the originality of the

local versions of Modernism, or different local modernist movements from the

standpoint of a universal model, checking the quality of the ‘reproductions’

against a limited list of characteristic features, thus claiming the unsuccessful or

imitative nature of the modernist practices in these more or less ‘peripheral’

societies, seem to be quite impoverished.

I think that in the perspective of my scholarly research -  and yielding to

the purpose of this investigation -  Bourdieu’s concept of habitus offers a chance

to grasp the intricate dialectic between “an objectifying intention and the already

objectified intention” that allows the unity of a lifestyle of a group to be described

in historical terms. As Bourdieu contends,

the genesis of a system of works or practices generated by the same habitus 
(or homologus habitus, such as those that underlie the unity of a life-style of a 
group or a class) cannot be described either as the autonomous development 
of a unique and always self-identical essence, or as a continuous creation of 
novelty, because it arises from the necessary yet unpredictable confrontation 
between the habitus and an event that can exercise a pertinent incitement on 
the habitus (1990a, 55).

In this regard, I take to heart his warning that “the habitus like every ‘art 

of inventing’ is what makes it possible to produce an infinite number of practices 

that are relatively unpredictable (like the corresponding situations) but also 

limited in their diversity” (Bourdieu 1990a, 55). Modernism, then, was such a 

habitus that generated in various localities very distinctive and unpredictable, yet 

limited diversity of cultural practices, which while replicating the general system 

of dispositions that structured the behavior of the modernists in those localities 

allowed them also to change the ‘rules’ so that these become “objectively adjusted 

to the logic characteristic of a particular [social-cultural reality]” (Bourdieu 

1990a, 56).
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Relating this to the Bulgarian and Ukrainian versions of Modernism, it 

seems the concept of Bourdieu’s habitus accurately captures and accounts for the 

differences of these movements in comparison to the ‘original’ conditions that 

generated the modernist habitus and practices. Therefore, I acknowledge 

Bourdieu’s extremely insightful suggestion that a particular habitus can be 

accounted for only “by relating the social conditions in which the habitus that 

generated them was constituted, to the social conditions in which it is 

implemented [...]” (Bourdieu 1990a, 56). Together with the French sociologist, I 

view the modernist habitus and the practices it generated as “embodied history” 

(Bourdieu 1990a, 56). Moreover, his concept seems helpful in explaining the 

specific workings of the ‘internalized’ Modernist habitus, which in both localities 

produced certain attitudes to, and relationships with, the existing traditions, life

styles and mentality (is it possible to call these ‘local habitus’’?) that significantly 

differed from the conditions of its initial conception. In addition, Bourdieu points 

out that “being produced by a modus operandi [...] which outruns the conscious 

intentions of its apparent author and constantly offers new pertinent stimuli to the 

modus operandi of which it is the product and which functions as a kind of 

‘spiritual automation’,” the habitus is “a mode of objectification of past history, in 

which there is constantly created a history that inevitably appears, like witticisms, 

as both original and inevitable” (Bourdieu 1990a, 57).

The Bulgarian and Ukrainian modernist movements, then, were what 

Bourdieu calls “regulated improvisations” that need not be confused with the 

originally formulated model. They are variations that have their own logic of 

practice that cannot be completely explained through the established mainstream 

forms of Western modernist criticism. Thus, inspired by Bourdieu, I attempt in 

this study on the grounds of his theory of practice to articulate an alternative 

interpretation of Bulgarian and Ukrainian Modernism, which recognizes that “the 

methods, channels, and means of presenting knowledge are anything but 

secondary to its contents” (Fabian, qt. in Jusdanis 1991, xvii). However, I hasten
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to add that it is not my intention to draft an alternate theory, but simply to flesh 

out the cultural differences that can assist the formulation of such a theory (cf. 

also Jusdanis’s similar position 1991, xvi-xvii). In this respect, and strongly in 

resonance with Bourdieu’s analytical reflectivity, my study also aims at showing 

that our apparently individual intellectual approaches to universally recognized 

facts “are more than innocent responses to self-evident truths” (Jusdanis 1991, 

xvii).

The second concept that I borrowed from Bourdieu is that of symbolic 

power (1985, 1993, 1999). I find it useful for the explication of the modernist 

logic of action. The modernists vociferously attempt to conceal their relation to 

the existing field of political and economic power, seeking to establish an 

opposing if not an alternative source of power. Thus, the symbolic systems of art, 

language, and ultimately culture, become the focus of their effort. In this respect, 

culture in their practices emerges as a “means and end in competitive struggles for 

social position,” an idea that, as Jenkins points out, Bourdieu has addressed with 

much intellectual rigor and clarity (1992,179).

The first characteristic of symbolic power according to Bourdieu is that it 

is “invisible power which can be exercised only with the complicity of those who 

do not want to know that they are subject to it or even that they themselves 

exercise it” (1999, 164). To possess symbolic power means to have control over 

the “instruments of knowledge and communication” (1999, 166). It is a power to 

construct reality by establishing the “immediate meaning of the world,” that is, by 

imposing a “homogeneous conception of time, space, number and cause, one 

which makes it possible for different intellects to reach agreement” (Bourdieu 

1999, 166). As the French theorist suggests, the purpose of symbolic power is to 

achieve solidarity on the bases of the ‘shared’ representation of the social world 

since symbols are “the instruments par excellence of ‘social integration:’ as 

instruments of knowledge and communication [...] [that] make it possible for 

there to be a consensus which contributes fundamentally to the reproduction of
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the social order” (Bourdieu 1999, 166). Symbolic power, in other words, is also a 

political power in the sense that it preconditions the integration of society as a 

whole providing the ideology that justifies and makes legitimate the hierarchy of 

distinctions thus contributing to the legitimization of the established social order. 

In short, the symbolic power is the power of the dominant culture, which 

produces unity “by concealing the function of division beneath the function of 

communication” while at once affirming and “legitimating the distinctions by 

forcing all other cultures (designated as sub-cultures) to define themselves by 

their distance from the dominant culture” (Bourdieu 1999, 167). Within a given 

social order, the different fractions of society are “engaged in symbolic struggle 

properly speaking, one aimed at imposing definition of the social world that is 

best suited to their interests.” In this respect, “the field of ideological stances thus 

reproduces in transfigured form the field of social positions” (Bourdieu 1999, 

167).

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic power, therefore, is significant for the 

analysis of Modernism as a particular practice that attempted to disrupt certain 

developments in a given locality, seeking the revision if  not complete 

transformation of the established social order and above all, the hierarchy of 

social positions. I think that Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic power offers a 

feasible explication of the modernist orientation towards the channels of 

communication allowing one to grasp the hidden political agenda of the modernist 

movement as a form of social critique. As Loesberg has put it, “the cultural 

becomes an intrinsic value in terms of its opposition to economic domination” 

(1993, 1045). I will resort to Loesberg’s explanation of the concept of symbolic 

capital, which is derivative from the concept of symbolic power in order to point 

out those specific moments in Bourdieu’s theory of practice that emphasize the 

political function of art, literature and culture in general. According to Loesberg, 

in Bourdieu’s theorizations,

Symbolic capital, then, is not merely a symbol for economic capital but the
capital that exists when economic interests are denied or negated. This
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negation can occur in a pre-capitalist economy. But it can also occur in a 
capitalist economy when agents resist economic interests. Finally, capital per 
se amounts to the value that motivates any conversion, whether economic 
exchange or the disguise o f economic exchange. One might argue that 
disguise is always a form of exchange, but this would be true only if 
exchange were always a form of disguise. From this perspective, then, capital 
just is symbolic (1993,1046).

It is clear then that the concepts of symbolic power and symbolic capital 

are conceived as designating a particular displacement of meaning that leads to 

the realization that symbolic systems “owe their distinctive power to the fact that 

the relations of power expressed through them are manifested in the 

misrecognizable form of relations of meaning” (Bourdieu 1999, 170). As 

Bourdieu insists,

symbolic power as a power o f constituting the given through utterances, of 
making people see and believe, o f conforming or transforming the vision of 
the world, and thereby, action on the world and thus the world itself, an 
almost magical power which enables one to obtain the equivalent o f what is 
obtained through force (whether physical or economic), by virtue o f the 
specific effect of mobilization -  is a power that can be exercised only if it is 
recognized, that is misrecognized, as arbitrary. This means that symbolic 
power does not reside in ‘symbolic systems’ in the form of an ‘illocutionary 
force’ but that it is defined in and through a given relation between those who 
exercise power and those who submit to it, i.e., in the very structure of the 
field in which belief is produced and reproduced (Bourdieu 1999, 170; 
author’s italics).

In light of my main point that the modernist project in Bulgaria and 

Ukraine, two ‘peripheral’ localities, was also a nationalizing enterprise, 

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic power could be interpreted as a power of 

persuasion and mobilization that allowed the local modernists to subvert the 

existing habitus by showing that transgression of the established relations of 

power was possible. As a result, what the modernist projects in both localities 

achieved, in my view, was to pose the ‘political’ as problematic, simultaneously 

enhancing the value of the ‘cultural’ as a key factor in the processes of social 

integration. The formulation of alternative models of national development by the 

modernists in Bulgaria and Ukraine, then, can be interpreted as a practice that 

“represents the power to confer meanings upon social reality whilst also providing
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for a social recognition of one’s place within social relations” (May 1996, 125- 

26). Again, in Bourdieu’s theory of practice I find possibilities that support the 

elaboration of a form of political criticism to the mainstream western approaches 

to Modernism, one that explicitly emphasizes the importance of historicizing our 

notion of difference (in this way also undermining the influences coming from
thBourdieu’s theorizations on the formation of the modem literary field in mid-19

century France, for I deem these ineffective if directly applied to the conditions in

Bulgaria and Ukraine). In this instance, then, Bourdieu’s theory of practice is -  in

Jenkins’ words -  “good to think with” while attempting explanations that come

primarily from the specific textual material.

The last of Bourdieu’s notions that I find extremely pertinent to the

discussion of Bulgarian and Ukrainian Modernism is his concept of taste. Here I

will offer a very brief synopsis of his interpretation since later in the analysis

more will be said on this matter. In principle, I read Bourdieu’s concept of taste as

a classificatory category which functions mainly as a means to organize, express

and maintain social distinctions. As he writes,

in fact, through the economic and social conditions which they presuppose, 
the different ways of relating to realities and fictions, of believing in fictions 
and the realities they simulate, with more or less distance and detachment, are 
very closely linked to the different possible positions in social space and, 
consequently, bound up with the systems of dispositions {habitus) 
characteristic of the different classes and class fractions. Taste classifies, and 
it classifies the classifier. Social subjects, classified by their classifications, 
distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make, between the beautiful 
and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in the 
objective classifications is expressed or betrayed (Bourdieu 1984, 56).

In the French sociologist’s theory, the notion of taste emerges as a key 

element of individuals’ lifestyles. People with similar tastes tend to have similar 

lifestyles and on this basis, also tend to group together. As a significant part of the 

habitus, tastes affect the choices of individuals thus determining their behavior 

too. However, the aspect that I find particularly insightful is Bourdieu’s 

proposition that taste is one of the key signifiers of social identity. Moreover, in 

his analyses, taste is conceptualized as a seminal element of one’s social identity.
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Once recognizing this, it is not difficult then to see how and why taste becomes 

important factor in the game of political struggle and more particularly, in the 

“conflict about who defines what as culture and art” (Jenkins 1992, 129; author’s 

italics). According to Jenkins, Bourdieu’s theory while failing to provide a 

plausible explanation for “the rise of [MJodernism” (1992, 149), clearly has 

indicated the significance of cultural struggles, suggesting that in fact conflicts 

over the content and function of culture “have hardened the boundaries of taste 

[...]” (1992,129).

I see the value of Bourdieu’s concept of taste predominantly in his

suggestion that taste is a determinant and an element of social identity. By the

same token, I applaud his effort to constitute taste as a sign of struggles and

competition over status and cultural distinction, in this way making taste a vital

analytical category for the study of nationalism as well. But first, let me cite what

Bourdieu says about the struggles for recognition of cultural distinctions:

In my earliest analyses of honor [...] you find all the problems that I am still 
tackling today: the idea that struggles for recognition are fundamental 
dimension of social life and that what is at stake in them is an accumulation of 
a particular form of capital, honor in the sense o f reputation and prestige, and 
that there is, therefore, a specific logic behind the accumulation of symbolic 
capital [...] (Bourdieu 1990b, 22; italics mine).

From this perspective, what is more fundamental than the sense of cultural 

distinction that triggers the desire of a people to pursue their independence? If we 

approach the nation and the struggles to establish a national culture as a field of 

possibilities defined in Bourdieu’s terms, I think we are more capable of also 

grasping the peculiar logic of nationalism as a social practice that “offers a 

sufficient range of relationships of similarity and dissimilarity with respect to its 

products to constitute a ‘system of differences’ which allows the comprehensive 

expression of basic social differences [social stratification] and well-nigh 

inexhaustible possibilities for the pursuit of distinction” (Bourdieu qt. in Jenkins 

1992, 142). The nation, in the light of Bourdieu’s sociological method, can be 

seen then as a social space, “a multidimensional arena in which economic and
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cultural capital are both the objects and the weapons of a competitive struggle 

between social agents,” who seek to articulate and implement competing visions 

of their social world (Jenkins 1992, 142; author’s italics). Suggestively then, 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice, regardless of its inherent inconsistencies and 

limitations, offers a theoretical model that accounts for ‘the choice of the

necessary’ available to social agents in their efforts to sustain and realize in
1 ̂practice the political ideal of the nation.

In conclusion, I believe that cross-breeding between different disciplines 

could enrich our thought processes tremendously, and at the same time encourage 

us to engage in a mutually beneficial dialogue, thus opening “a space for debate 

that [would] allow scholars to hear one another and agree with each other,” as 

Bourdieu hoped, “at least enough to enter into [such] a constructive dialogue” 

(1991, 373; author’s italics). It is with such an intention that my work was 

conceived.

13 Andrew Thompson proposes a reading o f nationalism from a more agent- 
oriented perspective in his article “Nations, National Identities, and Human Agency: 
Putting People Back into Nations,” Sociological Review 49.1 (February 2001): 18-33; cf. 
also Norbert Elias’ successful use o f Bourdieu’s concept o f habitus in relation to national 
character {The Germans [Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996]).
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2. THE NATIONALIZATION OF UKRAINIAN SOCIETY

In the course of the 19th century the modem international system based on 

separate nation-states gradually emerged, resulting in the rapid spread of the idea 

of nation as a political principle that affirmed the congruency of political and 

cultural unity. For example, in his book Nationalism, published in 1997, Ernest 

Gellner, the renowned contemporary theoretician of nationalism claims that this 

modem political philosophy is based on the principle that “homogeneity of 

culture is the political bond.” As he writes, the “mastery of [and one should add, 

acceptability in] a given high culture [...] is the precondition of political, 

economic and social citizenship” (29; author’s italics).

The emergence of nationalism as an appealing philosophy underlying the 

arrangement of international relations, created the general intellectual premises 

that allowed for the idea of nation to be conceived and pursued as a reality in 

different regions of Europe, Latin America, Asia and Africa. National identity 

became known, respectively, as a psychological and social condition that “linked 

the individual to the world order” (Treanor 1997). The forming national political 

elites, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe, thus expressed their desires for 

participation in a global rather than regional geopolitical system, which supported 

the exercise of public authority and provided opportunities for the realization of 

the new humanitarian agenda of increased self-direction, autonomy and liberty 

(cf. Picket 1996,10-23).

If we agree that national identity “describes that condition in which a mass 

of people have made the same identification with national symbols -  have 

internalized the symbols of the nation -  so they may act as one psychological 

group when there is a threat to, or the possibility of enhancement of, these 

symbols of national identity” (Bloom 1990, 50), then, it is crucial to look at 

Ukrainian intellectuals’ discursive work in order to trace -  as Greenfeld (1996b) 

in principle has advised -  both the semantic and the structural transformations that
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in the early 20th century led to the nationalization of Ukrainian society. Also, as 

Treanor (1997) advocates, the “standard nationalist thought says more about 

nationalism than the immediate goals of any one nationalist group.” Apparently, 

such “standard nationalist thought” is more revealing of the mechanisms involved 

in the formation of a nation than any scholarly theorization on nationalism and 

national identity might ever suggest. Before proceeding further with the analysis, 

let me also repeat here Bloom’s warning that “the nationalist cry -  ‘this nation 

demands an independent state’ -  does not emerge as a natural expression of the 

nation. It emerges as the utterance of certain particular political activists who 

already identify with the nation.” In agreement with him, I espouse that 

nationalism “has no intrinsic power to create any national identity. It may [...] 

harness a sense of national identity which already exists” (1990, 60-61; italics 

mine).

In the light of the theoretical approaches presented here, the purpose of 

this chapter is to examine the initial model of Ukrainian national identity 

articulation, or to put it in Bourdieu’s terms, the initial conditions in which the 

Ukrainian national habitus was formed during the Romantic period. This is 

important because it provides the historical background that will allow me to 

elaborate the analysis of Ukrainian modernist practices as a form of subversive 

social ideology that pursued the modernization and further nationalization of 

Ukrainian society by proposing a type of Ukrainian national identity, different 

from the one, established during the romantic period. For the purposes of this 

study only, I refer to the period between 1790-1860 as the ‘romantic period.’ In 

the course of this half century, the modem Ukrainian literature was formed 

through the writings of authors such as Petro Hulak-Artemovs’kyi, Hryhorii 

Kvitka-Osnovianenko, Ievhen Hrebinka and the most prominent figure of 

Ukrainian Romanticism, the poet Taras Shevchenko. One of the most significant 

contributions of Ukrainian romantic writers, and above all, Shevchenko, was that 

they gradually came to realize the importance of literature as a means of
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Ukrainian nation’s unification. As Paul Magocsi writes, Shevchenko’s works 

were very influential in introducing a shift in the ethnic self-perception of 

Ukrainians. He was definitely talking about a distinct Ukrainian identity, seeking 

political as well as cultural autonomy for the Ukrainian people. Thus, by means of 

his poetry a completely different principle, one of “mutually exclusive identities” 

(Magocsi 1996, 356) was popularized among intellectuals and speakers of 

Ukrainian.

2.1. Discovering the Essence of Ukrainian Identity

In the Ukrainian historical space, the concept of nation was adopted in the early
th19 century as a collectivist notion that identified an imagined socio-historical 

entity: the Ukrainian ‘People.’ The self-ascription of power by the local elites, in 

particular the representatives of the Ukrainian creative intelligentsia, was a move 

that vested dignity into the actions of the Ukrainian nobility. According to the 

historian P. Magocsi, “the original motivation of those who contributed to the 

first, heritage-gathering stage of the national movement in Dnieper Ukraine, was 

not a desire for social innovation. Rather it was a desire to revive something from 

the past, or, more precisely, to use the past to acquire something in the present” 

(1996, 355). In the view of this scholar, after the Ukrainians were subjected to 

Russian imperial rule in 1785, when the last vestiges of Ukrainian statehood were 

destroyed, the local nobility in these territories, the so called Cossack starshyna, 

sought to obtain rights equal to those enjoyed by the Russian elite class 

(dvorianstvo). They sought to “justify the merits of specific requests that certain 

individual Cossacks were indeed of noble status according to local ‘Little 

Russian’ [Ukrainian] conditions” (Magosci 1996, 356). Both history and folkore 

became instrumental in the struggle to preserve one’s high social status. Thus, as 

Magocsi insists, the practice of documenting local traditions, customs and rituals 

was central to the accumulation of evidence for the elite social status of Ukrainian 

nobility. This evidence was used to justify local models of domination and power 

relations, and therefore, it provided an indispensable means to substantiate the
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starshyna claims in front of the Russian imperial authority. Historical 

investigations, on the other hand, supplied the required hereditary rights and 

showed continuity in the hegemony of the Cossack elites over the peasant 

population in these areas (Magosci 1996, 356).

Despite the merit of Magosci’s analysis, I think that his interpretation of 

the ‘first stage’ of Ukrainian nationalization is somewhat simplistic, as it does not 

account for the important culture building incentives of the initial patriotic 

activities. His observations are valid perhaps for the period preceding the 

Ukrainian intelligentsia’s committed engagement in the processes of nation 

formation. Therefore, I suggest that the motivation of the patriotically oriented 

Ukrainian artistic intelligentsia differed somewhat from those of the starshyna. In 

my view, the Ukrainian writers from the first half of the 19 century were 

concerned predominantly with articulating the boundary of difference that 

enabled them to politicize Ukrainian ethnicity, thus empowering their resistance 

to the existing social divisions and hierarchies and respectively, indirectly 

challenging the established social order.1 I argue that the social innovation, 

although implicit, was an essential part of the Ukrainian national project, as it 

involved both the articulation of Ukrainian distinctiveness and “the mobilization 

of the boundary of difference” in a pursuit of greater social and political interests 

(cf. Appadurai qt. in Jusdanis 2001,19).

One of the most significant innovations that the intellectual practices and 

discursive imaginings of the first Ukrainian writers introduced was to give rise to 

the figure of the patriotic intellectual. A case in point is Rozumnyk Honors’kyi, 

the editor of Ukrainski vestnik (Ukrainian Herald, 1816-1819), who was among 

the first to express his patriotic sentiments, indicating the necessity of collective 

identification with the Ukrainian ethnie (cf. Smith 1999). As he clearly stated it,

1 Cf. similar interpretation in Myroslav Shkandrij, Russia and Ukraine: 
Literature and the Discourse of Empire from Napoleonic to Postcolonial Times 
(Montreal: MacGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001).
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the purpose of this journal, was to provide information about the Ukrainian lands 

and their inhabitants, making the group known to the rest of the Empire as a 

distinctive local community, learned and successful in sustaining a unique 

lifestyle and ethnic character (Honors’kyi 1816 [1996], 26). Honors’kyi’s 

discourse is interesting because it betrays the ambition of the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia to articulate its distinctions and mobilize Ukrainian cultural 

differences in a quest for recognition of its cultural-leadership rights. Thus, as I 

will show later, the Ukrainian writers asserted their symbolic power as 

participants in “the struggle over the monopoly of legitimate ideological 

production” (Bourdieu 1999, 168) by highlighting the function of Ukrainian 

culture as a means of social change and innovation (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 11).

This ascription of power was manifested in the increasing involvement 

with matters Ukrainian and the intensified engagement in debates over the 

linguistic and cultural distinctiveness of the Ukrainian ‘People.’ The majority of 

discourses articulated in the first half of the 19th century (the pre-Romantic and 

early Romantic writers from Galicia, such as Rozumnyk Honors’kyi, Oleksii 

Pavlovs’kyi, Hryhorii Kvitka-Osnovianenko, Markiian Shashkevych, Ivan 

Vahylevych, and others) suggest that the patriotic activities of the intelligentsia 

focused on outlining and expressing the reality of the linguistically distinguished 

group of Ukrainian speakers, defining it also as an ethnic community with 

indigenous folk traditions, customs and rituals. The language question then 

emerged as the dominant issue and throughout the entire 19th century remained 

the principle focus of Ukrainian writers’ struggle for recognition (Shulman 1999, 

Yekelchyk 2001).

The reason why the first Ukrainian patriots were so interested in the issues 

of language, history and culture is to be found in what John Armstrong has 

identified as a typically Romanticist fascination with “the archaic, the traditional 

(or pseudo-traditional), and (in Europe) the peasant” (1995, 39). As the scholar 

remarks, this emphasis on language derived in part from “the romantic movement
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that endowed most nationalist ideologies with an aversion to rationalized 

programs and imbued adherents with contempt for rational planning as contrasted 

with self-sacrifice, ‘heroism’ and emphasis on will-power” (Armstrong 1995, 39). 

Rozumnyk Honors’kyi is a case in point. In his article devoted to the Cossacks 

and Bohdan Khmel’nytskyi (Honors’kyi 1817 [1996], 32-33), he communicated 

interesting thoughts regarding the incentive for documenting and writing about 

the past of the Ukrainian lands. His main motivation, as Honors’kyi suggested, 

was the need to find suitable role models to evoke national sentiments and a sense 

of group belonging in his targeted audience (educated, hybrid imperial elite). He 

found the tragic figure of Khmel’nytskyi particularly fit to serve this purpose and 

proceeded to ‘construct’ him as a national hero and an example of patriotism. 

“From the depth of our history, let us summon a man, who completely devoted 

himself to serving his country. Let [his image] be an everlasting reproach to those, 

who are indifferent and a prime example for the patriots!” wrote the editor of 

Ukrainian Herald in an attempt to create a very appealing tragic-heroic figure to 

evoke patriotic identification with the historical past of the Ukrainian
'y

community. The romantic intellectual explicitly promoted Khmel’nytskyi as an 

example to follow because, as the writer admitted, the greatness of this Ukrainian 

historical character was manifested in his readiness to sacrifice himself in the 

name of the fatherland (Honors’kyi 1817 [1996], 33-34).

On the other hand, as careful examination of the argument developed by 

the early Ukrainian patriots reveals, such fascination with the Ukrainian spoken 

language, history and local traditions had an additional, more ‘political’ aspect to 

it. The first Ukrainian patriots attempted to define the ‘people’ in cultural terms 

(through the spoken language and vernacular traditions). They aspired to identify 

a culture in the Ukrainian demotic to fulfill the needs of all Ukrainian speakers,

2 “Bo330BeM H3 Mpaxa npoineauiHX BpeMeH Myxca, OTflaBinero Bcero ce6a Ha 
nojib3y oTenecTBa: nycTb oh 6yneTb bchhoh yKopH3Hoio 6ecneHHux h TBepauM 
Ha3HaaHHeM 6oapbix!” (Honors’kyi 1817 [1996], 33-34).
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and eventually, to provide the basis for constructing a high local culture to 

identify the group as a distinctive ethnic community within the multiethnic 

imperial milieu. The argument developed by Izmail Sreznevs’kyi in his discourse
thon Ukrainian folk poetry is typical in this sense. As the prominent 19 century 

Ukrainian scholar declared in a letter to Professor Snegirev (Sreznevs’kyi 1834 

[1996], 67-68), the Ukrainian language was not a dialect of the Russian language. 

It was a fully developed linguistic medium, the sole means for transmitting the 

historical and cultural legacy of the Ukrainian people (“slava velykhyh liudei 

U k r a in y Sreznevs’kyi 1834 [1996], 67). His vision of Ukrainian language as 

suitable for serving the communicative needs of Ukrainians on both sides of the 

Dnieper was, in my view, one of the earliest, most eloquent declarations in favor 

of the power of Ukrainian language as a unifying and identity defining principle 

(Sreznevs’kyi 1838 [1996], 65).

The discourses of Ukrainian romantics feature both the Ukrainian spoken 

language and the traditional culture as a politicized ethnic identity (cf. Jusdanis 

2001, 69). In other words, the Ukrainian intellectuals quickly become aware of 

the significance of culture as an institution of national signification conducive of 

social-political change. To be sure, I think that the Ukrainian romantics clearly 

recognized Ukrainian traditions as a source of greatness that not only enabled 

them to see themselves as separate from others, but also to accumulate cultural 

capital that eventually could be used in the political struggle for Ukrainian self- 

determination. By imbuing with symbolic power the Ukrainian spoken language 

and vernacular culture these were transformed into ideological weapons to 

defend, in the absence of modem structures, the cultural distinctiveness of the 

Ukrainian people.3 In addition, as Joshua Fishman points out, the construction of 

the spoken language as a “beloved language,” and the public discussion on issues 

of its orthography, grammar and standardization, reveal nationalist passions that

3 My interpretation here is inspired by ideas coming from Bourdieu (1999,46-50; 
57-61; 172-174) and Jusdanis (2001, 69).
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originate “in the desire to endow the [demotic] with prestigious societal 

functions” (1996, 11) and thus, to establish Ukrainian language as ‘the 

primordial’ identity defining marker. The creation of a written Ukrainian 

language, therefore, became a central aspect of Ukrainian intelligentsia’s culture- 

building and nation-building activities. In short, the central claims of the 

Romantic nationalist rhetoric, such as the claim for the ‘uniqueness’ of the spoken 

Ukrainian language4 laid the foundation of the emerging nationalist ideology.

However, it should be noted here that the Ukrainian nation-building 

process presents an interesting case because it deviates slightly from the models 

typically described in political theories of nationalism. From the point of view of 

such theories, the nation is bom when the political and the cultural coincide 

(Gellner 1983, 1997). However, the circumstances in Ukraine demonstrate that 

the processes of nation-formation (or formulation) do not always derive from the 

principle congmence of the political and the cultural. The argument developed 

here takes into account that the political definition of the Ukrainian nation initially 

was not a necessity. Hence, Ukrainian nationalism in the early to mid-19th century 

evolved as an intellectual movement with a definite culture-building incentive.

The ultimate intellectual goal of the first Ukrainian patriots was to define 

the culture that would hold and unify the politically divided Ukrainian speakers

4 Mostly, this motif was developed as an argument defending the independent 
status o f Ukrainian as a linguistic medium and the claim that the vernacular embodied the 
“people’s spirit /  soul.” Cf. for example, Markiian Shashkevych’s “Frahment do 
chytatelia” (Fragment to the Reader) where he wrote: “iUbiK -  t o  e  HaHuecHimnM 
napoM npnpozm, [...]. B HiM aBJiaeTbca ayma Hapony, cTenim> ftoro npocBiueHHa, 
rjinSnHa a6o Mijih noro npncTpoioBaHHa npiipopi i'i piftcTBaM.” (Language is the most 
valuable gift o f nature; it reveals the soul o f the nation, the level o f its education, the 
depth or shallowness o f its thoughts, its adjustment to nature and her actions; 
Shashkevych 1912, 148). In the mid-19th century, Mykola Kostomarov and Panteleimon 
Kulish voiced almost identical arguments (Kostomarov 1843, 194; Kulish 1857, 241). 
See also the following articles: Oleksii Pavlovs’kyi “Hrammatyka Malorossiskoho 
narechyia” (A Grammar of the Ukrainian Language 1818, 54-56); Markiian Shashkevych 
“Azbuka i abetsadlo” (Alphabet and the ABC’s 1836, 144-46); Amvrosii Metlyns’kyi 
“Zametki otnosno iuzhnorusskogo iazyka” (Notes on the Ukrainian Language 1839, 138- 
41), and others. Page citations refer to the reprints in Fedchenko 1996.
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by identifying a set of common cultural traits (national character) to provide the
thcontent of the collective (in-group) identity. Moreover, in the early 19 century 

the necessity to claim political rights was irrelevant as the historical conditions 

were favorable for the patriotic activities of the Ukrainian intelligentsia. During 

this ‘first stage,’ if one can make such a periodization, the Russian imperial 

government, as Magocsi writes, “ [...] provided a solid organizational basis for 

research into Ukrainian matters” (1996, 358). For example, in 1805 the first 

Ukrainian university was established in Kharkiv. Shortly after, in 1834, another 

one was founded in Kyiv. At that time, many Russian scholars and intellectuals 

became interested in Ukrainian vernacular culture. They found Ukrainian oral 

traditions fascinating, and wrote about the richness and beauty of Ukrainian folk 

songs and stories. Indeed, the Russian Prince Nikolai Tsertelev published in 1819 

the first collection of Ukrainian folk songs, entitled Opyt sobraniia 

malorossiiskikh pesnei (An Attempt at a Collection of Ancient Little Russian 

Songs). In his preface, the Russian Prince indicated that the Ukrainian folk songs 

“exhibit a moral quality which sets them apart from the songs of their greedier 

and more aggressive neighbors [i.e., the Russians]” (Magocsi 1996, 356).

The first Ukrainian patriots felt a strong need to express their cultural 

legacy and common identity in sophisticated artistic forms thereby engaging 

mostly in culture invention. One of the first techniques they employed in order to 

‘map’ the boundaries of the emerging Ukrainian nation was the 

institutionalization of Ukrainian vernacular culture as the epitome of Ukrainian 

ethnicity and the essentialization of Ukrainian peasants (Volk) at the core of the 

collective identity. The belief that the spoken language embodied a distinctive 

native culture that expressed an indigenous local viewpoint of the world 

(Weltanschauung) provided the first Ukrainian patriots with a sound reason to 

pursue the collection of ethnographic evidence from the live oral traditions and 

customs, an activity that defined the nationalizing efforts in the course of the 19th 

century. In this respect, folklore research became one of the first ‘programs’ of
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national agitation to complement the collection of historical documents and the 

writing of the Ukrainian people’s history as activities that allowed the first 

engineers of Ukrainian identity to discover the richness and beauty of their native 

land and culture. Moreover, it was used to support the efforts of those writing in 

the Ukrainian language to establish Ukrainian literature as a written tradition 

distinct from Polish and Russian, and therefore to invest the national enterprise 

with more symbolic power and prestige.

Clearly, this is what Kvitka-Osnovianenko’s critical discourses suggest to 

me. In his “Letter to the editors of Russkii vestnik,” the Ukrainian writer 

expressed his discontent with the accusations that his writings have a very limited 

audience, and even those who read his Ukrainian stories, were gradually 

becoming indifferent to what he had to say (Kvitka 1849 [1996], 81). In his 

eloquent defense, Kvitka admitted that he started to write because he wanted to 

“prove to a non-believer that the Ukrainian language had the power to convey 

subtle and touching emotions.”5 He argued that it was best to write about the 

people and life familiar to the author, describing ingenious experiences and 

events. “I do not like and do not want to imitate [other writers’ styles]. Thus I 

follow no one. I do not represent ‘foreign’ people in my stories; I do not describe 

nor explain the past because I did not live then. I write about my experiences [...]. 

One cannot please every reader, and I write to please myself.”6 The Ukrainian 

writer articulated similar thoughts in a letter to Piotr Pletniov, dated March 15, 

1839, where he confessed: “I always will write in the Ukrainian [language] [...] 

Dear Piotr Aleksandrovich, please try to understand the essential difference 

between our two idioms: the Russian and the Ukrainian. [Words] that in the

5 “Hto6h  noKa3aTb oflHOMy HeBepyiomeMy, hto Ha MajiopoccHftcKOM a3biKe 
mo}kho nncaTb HexcHoe, TporaTeJibHoe” (Kvitka 1849 [1996], 78).

6 “ IIozipaxcaT b He j i io 6 jh o  h  He x o n y , h  noTOMy-TO He J ie3y  3a apyrnM H  Ha 
JiHTepaTypHbie no/iM ocTKH. [ . . . ]  3aarpaH H U H bix Jiioaeft b cb o h  noBecTH  He 6 e p y ,  
H3JiaraTb h  0 6 'bxcHXTb CTapHHy He n y c x a to c x :  a  He x ch ji T o ra a . A m m iy , h t o
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Ukrainian language would be expressive, melodious, and fluent in the Russian 

sound lifeless, harsh, and plain.”7 In this line of thought, Kvitka was even more 

explicit in defining his subject matter and interest in his native culture. In another 

letter to Pletniov (April 26, 1839), the writer admitted that his authorial intention 

always had been to portray the Ukrainian lifestyle, upbringing, traditions, and so 

on (opisat’ malorossiiskuiu zhizn’, i vospitanie, i obriady, iproch, iproch. [...]; 

Kvitka 1839b [1996], 93).

Kvitka’s patriotic rhetoric, therefore, suggests that the first Ukrainian 

writers were most concerned with establishing a national readership and 

expanding the market for Ukrainian cultural goods. More importantly, it seems to 

me that the rhetoric of the nation was used to ‘construct’ a social reality in which 

the Ukrainian speakers, primarily peasants, lived their life. Again, as Calhoun 

explains, the power of nationalism is so pervasive partly because “national 

identities and the whole rhetoric of nationalism appear commonly to people as 

though they were always already there, ancient or even natural” (1997, 12). The 

primordialist claims of Ukrainian romantics expressed in the respective ‘myths’ of 

ethnic uniqueness (e.g., Kostomarov’s Knyha Bytiia Ukrainskoho narodu [The 

Book o f  Genesis o f  Ukrainian People]), such as the myth of the chosen people, 

attempted to ensure the ethnic community’s continued existence in space and 

time, conveying the “phenomenological experience of ordinary people that the 

‘nation’ has been already always there” (cf. Calhoun 1997, 30). In short, the 19th 

century Ukrainian patriots sought to ‘revive’ the collective memory by 

discovering it in the everyday life, ritual practices and oral lore of the Volk 

(peasants). In this manner, the first engineers of Ukrainian national identity

BCTpeTHTCH Mena. [...] 3a BceMH He yroHaembca; nnmn no-CBoeMy” (Kvitka 1849 
[1996], 81).

7 “ [ . . . ]  B c e r a a  6 y a y  c6H B aT bca Ha cboh  t o h , MajiopoccHHCKHH. [ . . . ]  I I p h t o m , 
noHTeH iieftm H H I le T p  A jieK caim poB H H , n oT p yaH T ecb  BHHKHyTb b  BHflHMyro pa3HHuy  
HaiHHX -  Hy HMeHHO H3bIK0B pyCCKOrO H MaJIOpOCCHHCKOrO, HTO Ha OflHOM 6 y a e T  
cHJibHO, 3ByHHO, r jia a ico , to  Ha n p y ro M  He npOH3BeaeT m n caK oro  aeHCTBua, 
xojiohho , c y x o ” (Kvitka 1839a [1996], 89-90).
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engaged in the naturalization of Ukrainian nation, i.e., they made it seem 

primeval.

During the romantic period, and due to the work of the intellectuals at that 

time, the tradition-based forms of artistic expression such as songs, tales, personal 

stories, legends, etc., became subjects of systematic collection and documentation. 

The recorded folk items were ‘packed’ into fixed written texts, and published in
n # t

special collections and journals. The evident purpose of this enterprise, as 

Michael Herzfeld has pointed with respect to folkloristics in Greece, was to 

address “what perhaps were the most sensitive aspects of national identity” (1982, 

7). Thus, it was during the romantic period that Ukrainian folklore became 

established both as a scholarly discipline and as a particular national ‘tradition.’ 

The items of this ‘constructed’ tradition were additionally endowed with high 

value, as these were perceived to be the expressions of an authentic Ukrainian 

culture. They showed both its richness and historical longevity. Because of this, 

the artifacts of Ukrainian folklore were conceived as the manifestation of people’s 

ethnic identity.

Furthermore, for the first patriotic intellectuals, it was important to define 

those cultural characteristics, which were to give substance to the emerging 

nation, focusing on identifying the features that united the inhabitants of both 

Eastern and Western Ukraine. Clearly then, they assisted the essentialization of a 

cultural identity that derived its commonalities from the same source (i.e., the 

Ukrainian spoken language and traditional culture), hence providing the key 

elements of Ukrainian distinctiveness by identifying those “cultural and ancestral 

bonds” that they perceived as making Ukrainian nation natural and primordial (cf.

8 Mykhailo Maksymovych published the first systematic assemblage of 
Ukrainian folk songs in 1827. In this collection, the scholar, as Prince Tsertelev before 
him, stressed the differences between the Ukrainians and the Russians by comparing their 
folk songs. This, and the other two collections of Maksymovych, which were respectively 
published in 1834 and 1849, had an immense impact on Ukrainian intellectuals, who, as 
Magocsi asserts, “sought to discover the riches of their people’s indigenous culture” 
(1996,356).
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Jusdanis 2001, 26). For them, this task was an imperative too. Due to the 

influence of the German romantic philosophy, the first Ukrainian patriots 

modeled the national identity on the basis of a common language (Ukrainian 

demotic), history (a master-narrative according to which the inhabitants of both 

Left and Right Bank Ukraine were the descendants of Kyivan Rus’ and the 

Cossacks) as well as what they perceived as similarities in values, beliefs, 

customs and traditions, preserved and expressed in the living oral lore of the 

Ukrainian Volk (peasantry). In this sense, the issue important for us to address is 

not whether these cultural commonalities existed but how they were constantly 

constructed, negotiated and renegotiated, and continuously called into action by 

nationalist leaders and ideologues (cf. Calhoun 1997, 32).

As Stephan Shulman (1999) and many others have argued, national 

identity “emerges from the recognition of the commonality among the members 

of a nation and both the commonality and differences between the nation and 

others.” It seems that the comparisons the first Ukrainian patriots began to make 

stirred up a desire to ‘construct’ boundaries with the neighboring cultures by 

maintaining and expressing a deeply felt need for self-esteem. This need, as their 

writings suggest, forced them to seek and interpret their common cultural traits as 

a unifying (in-group, interconnecting condition), and respectively, to insist on the 

recognition of their ethnic distinctiveness within the imperial context. This was 

also their main motivation to engage in the process of culture-formation and 

ethnic demarcation.

Again, Kvitka-Osnovianenko’s critical writings and letters offer an 

excellent example. His self-revelations demonstrate the complexity of his 

motivation to write in the Ukrainian language. Besides the utilitarian purpose of 

satisfying the needs of the Ukrainian-speaking readership, which he expressed in 

a letter to Mykhailo Maksymovych from October 3, 1839 (Kvitka 1839c [1996], 

93-95), one also detects between the lines of his other critical writings the 

author’s latent desire to be acknowledged and respected as a writer. Because he
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was not a very successful writer in Russian, it is likely that the popularity his

Ukrainian short stories and novellas brought him also gratified his secret need to

be a distinguished author. By the same token, noteworthy is Kulish’s critical note

expressed in the epilogue to his historical novel The Rabble’s Council (hereafter

Epilogue). Here he wrote:

In fact, it should be noted: none of the Ukrainian writers, including Gogol, 
had felt content while writing in the Russian language. Each one of them had 
known the alarming feeling that he had not fulfilled his obligation because his 
works were worthless to his compatriots. Indeed, such works were not as 
powerful as was the literature written in the writer’s native [Ukrainian] 
language, the sacred language in which his mother has imparted to him 
[basic] moral principles and virtues.9

From this perspective, the Ukrainian romantic intelligentsia essentialized 

the Ukrainian vernacular culture as the principle container of Ukrainian 

distinctiveness. Hence, the collected folk items were used to set the foundation of 

an emerging Ukrainian national culture. By means of folklore collection, the 

images of ‘rural life’ and ‘the peasantry’ were contrived in order to evoke strong 

patriotic feelings and a sense of belonging, or as Foster has put it in general, “a 

timeless and natural connection of ‘the people’ to the land” (cf. 1991, 234). In this 

regard, the first engineers of Ukrainian national identity worked to ensure the 

community’s cultural independence and cohesiveness as a distinct ethnic group in 

the context of the Russian and Austrian empires. By means of such collection and 

subsequent commodification through publication in journals and books, now these 

folklore items became available on the market, and were used to communicate 

Ukrainian cultural differences.

9 IIpaBfla, OHO 3aMaHHHBO: HO TOJIbKO HH OflHH H3 MajIOpOCCHHCKHX n03TOB -  
b tom HHCJie aaace h Toro jib -  He 6hji yztoBJieTBopeH cbohmh coHHHeHHBMH Ha 
H3biKe ceBepHopyccKOM. Y  xaxcfloro H3 hhx Bcer/ia ocTaBajiocb Ha ayrne 
TOMHTejibHoe co3HaHHe, hto oh He HcnoJiHHJi CBoero Ha3HaneHH.a npunecmu noAb3y 
dAuotcHeuy, h aeiicTBHTejibHo He npHHec ee b toh Mepe, b KaxoH poflHoe cjiobo 
npHHOcHT noJib3y p o /m o M y  cep/my [...] -  Ha tom CBinpeHHOM H3bnce Ha KOToporo 
MaTb BHyuiajia eMy npaBHJia hccthocth h flo6poaeTejiH (Kulish 1857 [1996], 253; 
author’s italics).
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2.2. Constitution of Folk Culture as the National Heritage:

The Demotic Model of National Identity
Liah Greenfeld has maintained that nationalism, not industrialization was the 

constitutive element of modem society. The renowned Canadian theorist 

maintains that in the study of nationalism, investigation of the orientations that 

transformed the nature of social actions and defined modem society as “a 

historical individual, located in time and space, and contingent on possibly unique 

historical circumstances rather than predetermined” is of utmost importance. The 

scholar also insists that, “the concept of ‘nation’ as ‘an elite’ was a result of a long 

series of transformations which combined structural and semantic elements” 

(1996b, 11-12). She persuasively argues that “the formation of an egalitarian 

conception of social order and the related collectivization of authority” were the 

nuts and bolts of modernization. As she suggests, “nationalism, in turn, evolved as 

the principal ideology to accomplish this task” (Greenfeld 1996b, 9). In the 

scholar’s view, it was “a response of individuals affected by dysfunctions of the 

society of orders -  the traditional stmcture modem society replaced -  to the sense 

of disorder they created” (Greenfeld 1996b, 9-10).

The second half of the 19th century saw a change in the political treatment 

of Ukrainian intelligentsia and the emerging national culture. After the 

enforcement of the Valuev decree in 1863 and the Ems ukaz in 1876, publications 

in the Ukrainian language on the territory of the Russian Empire were banned 

because by then Ukrainian ethnic self-identification became associated with 

peasant dissatisfaction and revolts against colonial economic oppression. The 

Russian government began seeing in these attempts a form of political separatism, 

and reacted harshly with repressive and discriminatory measures. The 

organizations of Ukrainian intellectuals were demobilized. Many of the members 

were sent to exile. In short, as Magocsi summarizes, “the national movement was 

basically forced to lie dormant during the last decades of the nineteenth century 

(1996, 376).

49

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



As the Ukrainian intelligentsia’s discourses from that time suggest, the 

repressive measures of the Russian imperial administration required a different 

type of reaction. The writings of intellectuals such as Mykola Kostomarov, 

Panteleimon Kulish, Mykhailo Drahomanov, and later Serhii Iefremov and Ivan 

Franko, directly articulate a different need for ‘essentializing’ the nation, and 

respectively, a different conception of the ‘people.’ The budding historical 

consciousness, discovery of the glorious past substantiated the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia’s claims for participation in the social structures of the absolutist 

state while simultaneously producing an inventory of specific historical markings 

that determined the symbolic domain of the imagined Ukrainian nation. Such 

activities became the first form of manipulation of communal sentiments. 

Together with the gathering of ethnographic materials, which grew to be an 

activity providing the “potent reinforcement for the Romantic exaltation of the 

peasantry” (cf. Armstrong 1995, 39), such intellectual pursuits enforced a 

particular form of self-representation. It allowed -  as Gourgouris has pointed out 

for the Greeks -  for the social imagination “to institute its own People.” The 

Greek scholar has emphasized the significance of this fact by claiming that the 

notion of ‘people’ became “the unifying signifier through which a nation can be 

identified as such, which is to say, can render its geographical presence palpable 

[...]” (Gourgouris 1996, 18; author’s italics).

Similarly to the earlier patriots, the psychological need for self-esteem 

motivated the late 19th century Ukrainian intelligentsia’s desire to establish and 

maintain boundaries with the neighboring ethnic groups of the Russians and the 

Poles. Panteleimon Kulish was one of the most eager and articulate defenders of 

this exigency. In his Epilogue, the author, with resentment and anger, notes the 

increasing threat to the Ukrainian language, literature and culture. As he points 

out, he wrote this historical novel because he felt compelled to reveal “[...] the 

reasons for the political disenfranchisement of Ukraine, and to prove to every 

doubting mind, not through a scholarly thesis, but through the artistic
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reincarnation of the forgotten and thwarted [...] past that Ukrainians and Russians

need to unite and form a single state.”10 The writer expresses his strong love for

the Ukrainian people and pride in his culture, arguing that

[...] The people who joined the Muscovite state in the 17th century were not 
minor. The majority of Ukrainians were persons of strong character, prideful, 
and conscious of their human dignity. In their mentality and conduct, the 
Ukrainians have nurtured and still nurture the highest civil principles. These 
people offered to Russia many progressive and enthusiastic individuals, 
whose contributions to the development of Russian statehood were indeed 
significant. Finally, the Ukrainians enriched the ethnically and linguistically 
akin group of the Russians with their distinctive and elegant language. The 
unique features of the Ukrainian idiom will contribute to the maturation of 
the Russian literature and language, i.e., the intellectual resources that mark 
the evolution of [the imperial] historical community and serve to measure its 
contributions to the development of human civilization.11

As Kulish’s discourse suggests, the prominence given to linguistic 

differences at that time was a popular technique for ‘mapping’ the Ukrainian 

ethnic boundaries. In addition, it was utilized as a tool for demanding recognition 

of Ukrainian contributions to the building of the imperial multiethnic high culture, 

which also meant an acknowledgement of Ukrainian intelligentsia’s high status as 

the cultural leadership of the emerging nation. Again, Kulish articulated this 

clearly. Espousing a typically romantic view on the uniqueness of the writer’s

10 “ [ . . . ]  npHHHHbl nOJIHTHHeCKOrO HHHTOJKeCTBO MaJIOpOCCHH, H KaJKflOMy 
K O Jie6jiiom eM yc.fi yM y, aoK a3aT b, He zm ccep T a im e io , a  xyaxcecTBeH H biM  
B ocnpoH 3Bezm eH eM  3a6bimou h  uccKacuceuHou [ . . . ]  CTapm ibi, HpaBCTBeHHyio 
Heo6xOflHMOCTb CJIHXHHH B OflHO I'OCy/iapCTBO KWKHOpyCCKOrO nJieMeHH c CeBepHbIM” 
(Kulish 1857 [1996], 255; author’s italics).

11 [ . . . ]  He HHHTOJKHbl IiapOH npHCOeflHHHJICJI B nOJIOBHHe XVII BeKa K 
MocKOBCKOMy qapcT B y. O h  6o J ib in e io  uacT H io coctoxji H3 x ap axT ep oB  
caM oeroH T ejibH bix, r o p /ib ix  co3HaHHeM C Boero u e jio B e u e c K o r o  ao c t o h h c tb o : o h , b 
cbohx  HpaBax h  noHHTHHX, xpaHHJi h  xpaHHT n o  chx  n o p  H auajia  BHCiuefi 
rpaxmaHCTBeHHOCTH; oh  n p n a a j i P occhh mhoxccctbo  h o b u x , aH eprauecK H X  
f lea T ejie ft, k o t o p m x  BJiHHHHe H eM ajio cnoco6cT B O B ajio  pa3BHTHio rocyaapcT B eH H oft 
c h jih  p y c c K o r o  H apoaa; o h , HaKOHeub, n p n m e j i b  e /m H onjieM eH iryio  h  eauH O BepH yio  
eM y P occhio c  H3MKOM, 6oraT biM  co 6 cT B eim o  eM y npHHaflJiexcamHMH  
aocTOHHCTBaMH, KOTopbie b  6 y fly m eM , cBoeHapoflHOM o6pa30BaHHH JiH T epaT ypu  
aojixcH U  ycoBepmeHCTBOBaTb opraH  p y c c x o r o  uyBTCBO h  pyccK oft m u c j ih , -  3T0T  
BeJiHKHH op raH , n o  CTeneHH pa3BHTHx KOTOporo u e n a T c x  HCTopneio nap oflb i (Kulish 
1857 [1996], 255).
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‘voice,’ he asserted that originality was the most valuable and inspiring quality of 

true literature. He affirmed that such an original authorial voice was both 

‘personal’ and ‘public.’ As Kulish advocated, there was a close relationship 

between the chosen medium of expression (Ukrainian language) and the writer’s 

creative imagination for a writer simultaneously expressed both individuality and 

collectivity as he “[possesed] a unique language [style] that [was] particularly apt 

to express his unique mental and emotional experiences.”

In Kulish’s view, Kvitka was the prime example of such an original and 

culturally specific author because it was extremely difficult “to translate his 

Ukrainian conceptions (malorossiiskie kontseptsii) into the Russian language (na 

russkom iazyke)” According to the Ukrainian intellectual’s profound 

understanding, it was impossible to separate the artist’s language from the subject 

matter it expressed. He claimed that otherwise the harmony would be disrupted 

and the translation would render a poor approximation to the original. “If you 

translate [Kvitka’s] stories in the language of another writer, most of their beauty 

will be lost,” remarked Kulish, thereby further enforcing the distinction between 

the Russian and the Ukrainian language (1857, 249). He further argued that, “It 

[was] not a matter of linguistic differences, but a matter of a distinctive native 

character, which [was] manifested always in the expression of ideas, feelings, and 

the movements of the [artist’s] soul.” “Neither of these,” Kulish reasoned, “can be 

expressed in a language, foreign to the author.”13

In this sense, the linguistic and cultural claims of Ukrainian patriots were 

used as ‘political tools.’ The Ukrainian scholar Serhy Yekelchyk expresses a 

similar view. In an article on the construction of high Ukrainian culture in the

12 “[ . . . ]  HMeeT CBOH OCObeHHblft B3bIK, KOTOpoft TOJIbKO H XOpOUI flJia TOrO 
B3rjiaaa Ha *H 3iib, a n a  Toro CKJiaaa yMa, a n a  Tex aB H *eim ax cepaua, KOTopue 
oaHOMy eMy CBOHHCTBeHHbie” (Kulish 1857 [1996], 249).

13 “[ . . . ]  f ie n o  TyT He b oaHoft pa3HOCTH bhkob; a en o  b ocodeHHocmnx 
enympeHHeu npupodbi, KOTOpbie Ha xaacaoM uiary 0Ka3brnai0TC.fi b cnoco6e  
BbipaXCeHHH MbICJieH, HyBCTB, aBHXCeHHH ayniH, H KOTOpbie Ha tf3bIKe, He 
npupoanoMy aBTopy, Bbipa3HTbca He MoryT” (Kulish 1857 [1996], 254; italics m ine).
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Russian Empire, he writes: “The Ukrainian intelligentsia in the Russian Empire 

[...] claimjed] they were only reviving their nation’s culture, while in fact they 

were creating a new one.” As the scholar further observes, “[...] the significance 

of the Ukrainian intelligentsia’s cultural work was unprecedented because the 

tsarist government suppressed not only the Ukrainian political and social 

movements, but also the language, literature, education, and scholarship.” In this 

sense, it is important, as he emphasizes, to understand that the culture-building 

work of the Ukrainian intelligentsia throughout the entire 19th century was not a 

“pre-political” stage for as he points out, both the attitude of the intelligentsia and 

the reaction of the imperial administration, “confirmed that the culture-building 

was a political enterprise” (2001, 211; author’s italics). As he goes on to explain, 

and I fully agree with his view, “due to the tsarist repressions against any form of
thorganized Ukrainian life [especially, since the second half of the 19 century], the 

local intelligentsia particularly appreciated the need to constitute a nation 

discursively, remaining at the stage of ‘imagining’ the nation during a time when 

other peoples in East-Central Europe saw their nationalisms developing into mass 

movements” (Yekelchyk 2001, 211).

Under the conditions of oppressive absolutist regimes, Ukrainian writers 

and literary critics, being the first designers of Ukrainian national identity, 

engaged primarily in what the eminent scholar of nationalism Miroslav Hroch has 

referred to as “the formation of the image of the ‘fatherland’ as a psycho- 

geographical fact” (1995, 70). In this way, they opened the possibility for national 

agitation. Once again, one of the most clearly articulated ethnic claims is found in 

the writings of Kulish, who as early as the late 1850s, recognized the need for 

identifying the Russians and the Poles as “dissimilar strangers” (Shulman 1999). 

In his Epilogue, the Ukrainian writer suggested that creating linguistic and 

cultural boundaries with the Russians and the Poles was crucial due to the 

oppressive attitudes of both neighboring ethnic groups as well as their apparent 

differences from the Ukrainian people in both language and culture (Kulish 1857
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[1996], 241). The patriotically mindful intellectual argued that those, who

“limit[ed] the study of the people and their language [and by extension culture] to

the so-called true Russians, neglecting in their blindness the millions of

Ukrainians, who also [partook] in the movement for self-discovery and self-

determination, [acted] against the success of the Russian state’s moral

advancement.”14 As a result, he saw the promotion of Ukrainian literature and

culture as a moral obligation and the only way to build relationships of respect

and collaboration between the two nations.

In this text he also re-assesses Gogol’s literary reputation and

acknowledges his role as a cultural ambassador whose writings re-connected the

Russian and the Ukrainian culture, for a long time divided by “ancient

misunderstandings and lack of mutual respect” (razronennykh starymi

nedorazumeniiami i nedostatkom vzaimnoi otsenkr, Kulsih 1857 [1996], 244). As

he urged, the patriotic duty of Ukrainian writers was to produce literature in the

Ukrainian language not only because it was the only appropriate medium to

convey the unique Ukrainian outlook but because it was the only language to

address the Ukrainian audience and incite common patriotic sentiments and

human pride. He insisted that,

When we talk about the highest aspirations of the human spirit, quantity is 
irrelevant. Rather, it is a matter of the quality of the ‘soil’ where we plant our 
words. It is a matter of our ability to captivate our audience’s mind and heart.
If you were able to soothe the inner turmoil of a single person with inspiring 
stories about the triumph of the human spirit, you will do a greater good in 
the eyes of God and the people than if you offer to a mass readership an 
entertaining and delightful but pointless reading.15

14 “ [ ...]  orpaHHHHBaioT x p y r royueH na Hapona h  ero  peun  Tax Ha3tiBaeMbiM 
HacmoHmuM pyccKUM nenoeeKOM, OTHyxtztaa, b cjienoTe CBoeft, o t  yuacTHB b aejie  
caMono3HaHHB h caMOBMpaxceHHa MHorne m hjijihoiiw roxcHoro pyccxoro  nJieMeim, -  
h aeftcTByioT npoTHB ycnexoB HpaBCTBeHHoro pa3BHTaa Pocchh” (Kulish 1857 [1996], 
242; author’s italics).

15 “He b KOJiHuecTBO flejio, xorzta peub HfleT o bhcokhx npeaaHuax ztyuiH 
uejioBeuecKOH: aejio  b KauecTBe noHBbi, Ha KOTopoio naaaeT Hame cjiobo, flejio b 
to h  cHJie, c KOTopoio oho nopaxtaeT yMbi h  cepztqa cjiymaTejiefl. YcnoKOH 
B ceno6e*naiom nM  B/ioxnoBeHneM peun oztHoro uejioBexa b tbxckhx coMHeHnax o
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Thus, Kulish’s writings began revealing a different attitude towards the 

Ukrainian nation. Implicitly or explicitly engaging in the formulation of 

Ukrainian cultural nationalism as ideology affirming the originality of the culture 

Ukrainian patriots labored to create, the apparent purpose of such statements, in 

my view, was to enhance the significance of Ukrainian culture as a source of 

pride and dignity.16

In this context, the idea of a ‘homeland’ became instrumental in the 

articulation of a Ukrainian national identity. As Calhoun has argued, the image of 

the ‘homeland’ “encourages an identification with one’s nation that makes it 

attractive to think of it as superior because that implies a certain superiority for 

oneself’ (cf. 1997, 19). In the Ukrainian context, even a quick glance at how the 

poet Taras Shevchenko was constituted as both ‘the national poet’ and the 

exemplary Ukrainian patriot can illustrate the work of the romantic nationalist 

imagination thereby revealing also its attempts to ‘construct’ an appealing mytho

poetic image of the ‘homeland’ Ukraine.

According to Calhoun, “when the work of a writer, or a painter, or a 

composer is presented as embodying the spirit of the nation, this is different from 

presenting it as the work of a rootless genius or cosmopolitan citizen of the 

world” (cf. 1997, 22). In his view, the nationalist rhetoric in such instances does 

not just aim at explaining why a particular event or a person has national 

significance but “helps to constitute each through cultural framing” (cf. Calhoun 

1997, 22). It works to heighten the sense of group cohesion based on a shared

6eccMepTHft aymn ueaoBeuecKOH, noflHHMH oflHoro 6jinxcHero H3 pa3BpaTa nyBCTB h 
nomiTHH, -  n tm caeaaeuib 6oabine 3acjiyrn nepea 6oroM h nepea jnoatMH, 
Hexcean ecan 6 aocTaBna aerxoe n npuaTHoe, ho becnaoaHoe UTenne 
MHorouHcaeHHOMy o6mecTBy” (Kulish 1857 [1996], 254).

16 Cf. Jusdanis’s discussion on the significance of national culture as a source of 
pride and dignity (2001, 71-101). In agreement with Max Weber, the scholar concedes 
that such significance is clearly “anchored in the superiority or at least the irreplaceability 
of the culture values that are to be preserved and developed only through the cultivation 
of the peculiarity of one group” (Jusdanis 2001, 34).
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membership in a particular history and life-world inasmuch as it “highlights the 

capacity of culture to serve as a means for political action, and ultimately, social 

change” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 11).

Shevchenko’s ‘embedded-ness’ in a Ukrainian culture that was 

geographically tangible and chronologically continuous proved the potential of 

Ukrainianness as a source of solidarity and mutual obligation. Hence, he was 

traditionally perceived to be the first ‘to construct’ and represent the wholeness of 

the Ukrainian ethnoscape as a highly suggestive and pervasive mytho-poetic 

image. The image of the homeland, as it emerged in his lyrical musings, offered a 

powerful national symbol. Perhaps, the reason for this was that of all the 

Romantics, Shevchenko alone produced the most elaborate and emotionally 

charged articulation of the national destiny. His poetry recast the Ukrainian 

people’s historical path in a deeply emotional language and expressive rhetoric 

that heavily accentuated the closeness of Shevchenko’s style to traditional 

aesthetic expressions. In his lyrical representations, the tragedy of Ukraine (the 

motherland) issued from the gradual destruction of its people, a sensitive and 

humane society that was doomed to suffer under the rule of foreign oppressors. In 

this sense, the intensely personal and heartfelt language of his discourse, 

permeated with kinship and family imagery and symbolism (widows, orphans, 

raped maidens are key symbols in his lyrical musings), aimed at evoking most of 

all a sense of empathy and discontent in the reader, who witnessed the stoical 

sacrifice of the Ukrainian people in the face of historical misfortunes. Most of all, 

Shevhenko’s nationalist rhetoric manipulated feelings of both shame and pride, 

seeking to express in their sharp juxtaposition the tension involved in adequately 

expressing the ‘national character’ and the ambivalence and counterbalance of 

weakness and glory, vulnerability and resistance in the Ukrainian nation’s 

historical existence. In addition, Shevchenko’s poetry rendered the common 

intellectual and emotional grievances in a rhetoric that powerfully re-shaped the 

very basis of individual and collective self-perception. To conclude, his rhetoric
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emphasized social solidarity as found in “a long-standing ethnic identity, local 

community networks, and claimed connections to ancestral territory” (cf. Calhoun 

1997, 29).

Anthony Smith is a contemporary theorist, who persistently has argued 

that the concept of ‘ancestral land’ is pivotal for the inculcation of national 

sentiments. In his view, “only an ancestral homeland can provide the emotional as 

well as psychological security required by the citizens of a nation” (1999, 149). In 

this sense, the writings of the Ukrainian romantics transformed the territory into a 

‘homeland,’ an image that invoked particular psychological and emotional 

attachments (through feelings of empathy, pity, pride, etc). Perhaps, as suggested 

previously, one reason why Shevchenko was canonized as the ‘national poet’ is 

that he offered the most appealing image of the homeland Ukraine as an abstract 

mytho-poetic symbol, yet geographically concrete and recognizable area where a
I  "7

distinctive Ukrainian culture has been shaped since ancient times. Respectively, 

his biography and work find prominent place in the national myth, and the poet 

himself, was ‘invented’ as a cultural hero and an exemplary model of a Ukrainian 

patriot. In this way, Shevchenko’s vision of the Ukrainian nation constitutes “a 

crucial source of cultural content, emotional commitment, and organizational 

strength” (cf. Calhoun 1997, 129). Thus, the poet was revered because of his 

uncompromising patriotic position.

His contemporaries, such as Kostomarov and Kulish, applauded 

Shevchenko’s deep-seated sense of cultural belonging expressed in his strong 

attachments to the Ukrainian land and people (Kostomarov 1860, 1881 and Kulish

17 Cf. also Grabowicz (1982). In my view, Kulish historical fiction, as well as 
Kostomarov’s scholarly study of Ukrainian history, mythology, folklore, and literature 
served analogous purposes. For the Ukrainian nationalists, this was one of the most 
important tasks, and the study, publication and revival of Ukrainian folklore provided a 
good opportunity to create ‘imaginary’ unity based on language, history, and common, 
but not shared, living oral traditions. Interestingly enough, the Ukrainian intellectuals 
from that period accepted and emphasized regional differences as part of the policy of 
national unification.

57

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1857, 251-252). As Kostomarov and Kulish’s discourses suggest, his lyrics 

unquestionally elevated the symbolic value of the Ukrainian language, history and 

vernacular traditions while his patriotic passion provided the core of the 

Ukrainian romatic nationalist rhetoric. In short, Shevchenko’s patriotic vision as 

expressed in his poetry, had an integrative function and manifested the desire of 

the Ukrainian patriotic intelligentsia to create a number of narratives that by 

means of their powerful and emotionally charged messages would ensure the 

Ukrainian nation’s consolidation. For this reason, Shevchenko’s patriotic ideology 

was used later as a caliper to measure up the growth of Ukrainian cultural 

nationalism (Grabowicz 1982; Magosci 1996).

In the course of the 19th century, the romantic and later populist literature 

incorporated the traditions of Western and Eastern Ukrainians by discovering 

their closeness and intimate relationship. As a result, the Ukrainian vernacular 

culture (both as ethnographically documented, revived folk culture and as a 

system of thriving tradition-based everyday practices and knowledge) was 

recognized as a national cultural heritage common to all Ukrainians. Shevchenko 

was celebrated as the national poet, and his works were equally appreciated on 

both sides of Dnieper. I tend to think that Ukrainian romantic literature created the 

realm of shared experiences and sentiments to give substance to the emerging 

Ukrainian national culture by providing vivid descriptions of the Ukrainian 

historical past and peasant life. Shevchenko's poetry, moreover, proved beyond a 

doubt that the Ukrainian language possessed the expressive powers and abilities 

of an indigenous linguistic system. Thus, in his poetry the Ukrainian demotic was 

transformed into a full-fledged linguistic medium for the enunciation of a 

distinctive psyche and mentality. For these reasons, the romantic literature, and 

most of all Shevchenko's poetry, became instrumental in the articulation of 

Ukrainian cultural differences and the forging of Ukrainian ethnic identity.18

18 It should be noted, however, that Ukrainian vernacular culture was not the only 
source of influence. Cultural production from Western Europe entered Ukrainian
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Furthermore, toward the end of the 19th century the growth of a written 

tradition in the spoken Ukrainian language, and the establishment of a literary 

cannon, i.e., the maturation of modem Ukrainian literature complemented the 

collecting of folklore and ethnographic and historical research as means of 

defining the boundaries of a bourgeoning nationality. The process of establishing 

the national literary canon is detectable in the gradual accumulation of critical 

reflections on Ukrainian literature, which demonstrate a shift in the 

conceptualization of its role as a social institution. The continuity of literary 

tradition is established through careful examinations of the ‘new’ and the ‘old’ 

production, hence outlining its history. The criteria for including authors into the 

canon seem at first to be ‘ethnic’ rather than aesthetic. In my view, the purpose of 

review articles such as Kostomarov’s “Obzor sochinenii ...” (1843 [1996], 194- 

211) and Kulish’s critical analyses is to mark the continuity of Ukrainian 

literature’s development leading to the current period. In additon, these overviews 

affirmed Ukrainian literature as a means to ‘construct’ and bring alive the history 

of the ‘people,’ securing in this way its significance as a vital part of the 

contemporary historical consciousness and cultural identity.19 It is also worth 

mentioning that later histories of literature and review articles such as 

Drahomanov’s “Literatura Ukrains’ka, . ..” (1873), the writings of Iefremov, 

Nechui-Levytskyi, Hrinchenko and Franko not only continued the process of

territories in the form of translations, and the principle intermediaries in this form of 
cultural contact were Polish and Russian romantic authors. Moreover, Ukrainian 
intellectuals were acquainted with the classical European heritage represented by the 
literary traditions of Ancient Greek and Rome. This cultural heritage was now 
rediscovered and re-incorporated into the Ukrainian cultural space through satirical and 
humorous adaptations of the classics, a practice that also expressed a reaction to one’s 
own legacy.

19 Cf. Jusdanis 1991, 49-66, for clues with respect to the theoretical model 
informing my interpretation of the processes of canon formation in both Ukraine and 
Bulgaria. However, here I would refrain from further exploring this particular issue since 
my interests are not, strictly speaking, ‘literary.’ Being more concerned with issues of 
culture change and exchange, I prefer to limit myself to the eclectic interdisciplinary 
cultural approach proposed in my introduction.
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creating the literary canon, but also clearly spelled out the distinctiveness of the 

Ukrainian people. As the major argument goes, Ukrainian literature had the right 

to exist independently, striving to represent the rich cultural heritage of Ukrainian 

speakers by addressing its readership in a language that was the single, most 

adequate medium to express, in sophisticated and emotionally appealing 

narratives, the native world outlook and ‘voice.’ The emphasis put on the social 

and educational function of literature, which was conceived as a ‘mirror of life,’ 

suggested that literature was viewed as instrumental in the promotion of an 

egalitarian model of ethnic identification whose major objective was to invent a 

national culture on the basis of Ukrainian vernacular culture and history. In other 

words, the Ukrainian romantics and their successors, the realists-populists, 

espoused a model of cultural self-definition that fashioned Ukrainian identity on 

the premise that the Ukrainian peasantry constituted the core of the nation. 

Respectively, the nation was essentialized as a ‘natural’ and continuous 

genealogical community in which one is bom, and nationalism was extolled as a 

‘mass phenomenon.’ In short, both the romantics and the realists-populists 

endorsed the ‘collective’ rather than the individual experience of the nation. This 

is significant because it reveals an aspect of the Ukrainian intellectuals’ 

dispositions toward the national question (i.e., habitus), which the Ukrainian 

modernists would fervently strive to change.
thAs previously mentioned, since the mid-19 century, the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia began entertaining different versions of what would constitute the 

Ukrainian nation. Partly, as a reaction to the repressive measures of the colonial 

administration, a number of ‘ethnic’ nationalist ideologies slowly evolved. 

Crucial in all debates about the ‘content’ of the emerging nation were the 

questions of culture and roots. As Foster maintains, the self-conscious creation 

and dissemination of representations of the nation inevitably “entail [s] contest 

among competing interests and not merely a ‘choice’ -  rational or otherwise -  

made by cultural policy makers” (cf. 1991, 239). The debates over the essence of
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the national culture provide “privileged insight into the ideological processes of 

selection, revision and invention through which competing agents simultaneously 

construct idealized images of the nation (as well as of authority) and press local 

political claims” (cf. Foster 1991, 239).

By the end of the 19th century, the Ukrainian patriotic intelligentsia 

proposed two different models of national culture. One spelled out a notion of 

people with a peasant identity and traditional culture based on strong familial and 

kinship relations and sought to create national culture ‘for the masses.’ The other 

model was more elitist in its nature, and initially was quite unpopular. It insisted 

on the dominant place of Ukrainian intelligentsia as a social group and publicized 

its values and beliefs as central to the cultural experience of Ukrainian 

nationhood. In this sense, this ‘anti-demotic’ model sought the ‘roots’ of 

Ukrainian national identity in a common high culture that absorbed, but was not 

identical with the Ukrainian vernacular culture.

According to the ‘demotic’ conceptual model, the rural roots provided the 

foundation of the Ukrainian cultural identity. The Ukrainian scholar, Solomea 

[Solomiia] Pavlychko, associates the ‘demotic’ complex of ideas with the cultural
thpractices of Ukrainian populists at the end of the 19 century, therefore 

identifying it as a “traditional-populist” model (1996, 84). However, I consider its 

intellectual genesis to be the discursive work of Mykola Kostomarov. In articles 

such as “Z)ve russkie narodnosti” (Two Russian Nationalities), “Pravda Poliakam 

o Rusi” (The Truth to the Poles about Rus’), “Pravda Moskvycham o Rusi” (The 

Truth to the Muscovites about Rus’), and others, he articulated the main principles 

of the ‘demotic’ vision of the Ukrainian nation. By asserting the historical rights 

of Ukrainian peasants as bearers of a distinctive cultural identity, he placed them 

at the core of the Ukrainian nation, thus favoring the creation of a public (mass) 

national culture to meet their intellectual and aesthetic needs.

One of the most important texts in which Kostomarov elaborated the late 

romantic concept of ‘the people’ is his review of Ukrainian literature, published in
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1843 in the almanac Molodik. In this text the scholar identified Ukrainian

peasants as the embodiment of the national character. As he asserted, the

Ukrainian identity was a distinctive category that reinforced tolerance to the

Russian imperial nationality. “Indeed,” wrote Kostomarov, “the national idea that

propelled the development of Russian literature has triggered also the creation of

a distinctive literary tradition within its context, Ukrainian literature, which in

orientation is truly indigenous [...] [though still a part of the imperial cultural

production].”20 In a typically romantic manner, the critic viewed Ukrainian

literature as a social institution to serve the nationalizing efforts of Ukrainian

intelligentsia, whose heartfelt desires to express their distinctive identity in a

language that was able to convey their idiosyncratic and ethnically specific vision

of the world, became more acute.

When in Europe the idea of a nation was conceived, the imitative and rigid 
academic art became original and talented. The Russians (who quickly 
capture all that is available) adopted this idea and discovered in themselves 
ample resourses for its implementation. We [the Ukrainians] also started to be 
ashamed of our indifference towards the native and our irresponsible 
attachment to the foreign. We realized that despite the huge amount of books, 
we had no literature and we resorted to our own resources of nationality 
(natsional’nost) and ethnicity (narodnost)...
Tastes changed and with that the language also changed. The foreign forms 
that were imposed on our native language by a thwarted understanding of 
elegance, gave way to the indigenuous forms of the native idiom, refined 
through its various uses by the educated classes. Literature also changed. Its 
main impetus became not the effort to imitate the foreign, but the [desire to 
re-create the] unique native [forms].21

20 “HTax, imex Hapo/moc™, noaBHiiyBHiaa Bnepea pyccxyio jiHTepaTypy, 
npon3Bejia b Heft ocobeHHbift OTfleJi -  JiHTepaTypy MaJiopoccnftcKyio, KOTopaa no 
HanpaBJieHHio CBoeMy ecTb hhcto pyccxaa, CBoeiiapoaHaa” (Kostomarov 1843 [1996], 
196).

21 “Koraa b EBpone aBHaacb naea HapouHOCTH, noupaacaTejibHOCTb 
ycTynHJia opHTHHajibHOCTH, a imcojibHOCTb -  TajiaHTy; pyccicue, XBaTaa c 
acaaHocTbio Bee, hto hh nonaaaaocb no pyxy, ycBOHJin ce6e h 3Ty naeio h Hainan y 
ce6a 6oraTue cnabi aaa ocyiuecTBaeHna ee; mu Hauaan CTbianTbca cBoero 
poBHoaymna k OTeuecTBennoMy n 6e30TueTiioft npnBa3aHH0CTH k 
uyacaecTpannoMy; mu yBnaean, a to  He CMOTpa Ha xoannecTBO khht, y Hac HeT 
aHTepaTypu, h o6paTHancb k co6cTBeHHOMy HCTOHHHxy HaunoHaabHOCTH h
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Thus, the scholar identified the identity-securing function of Ukrainian 

literature as its primary function. In his view, the representations of peasant life 

and the ‘authentic’ (realistic) fictional characters that Ukrainian writers strove to 

create were of utmost importance for the fostering of national sentiments and 

enforcing a sense of ‘ethnic’ belonging that infused the common identity. 

Engaging in the canonization of Ukrainian authors, Kostomarov commented on 

Kvitka-Osnovianenko’s contributions to modem Ukrainian literature, stating that 

the latter’s characters supplied the Ukrainian readership with a ‘mirror image’ of 

who the Ukrainians were as a ‘people’ by offering them accurate descriptions of 

Ukrainian life, customs, traditions, mentality and national traits (Kostomarov 

1843 [1996], 200). As the critic asserted, this was what made the writer popular 

and won him the unconditional love and respect of the Ukrainian audience.

It is important to stress here that toward the end of his life, Kostomarov 

expressed a different position, seeing the ‘ethnographic realism’ of Ukrainian 

literature as an impediment to its development. He articulateed, probably for the 

first time, the idea that national literature had to address the needs of a diversified 

audience, maintaining that literature was a necessity for the intelligentsia as well 

as for the masses. He reacted harshly against the ‘ethnographic primitivism’ of 

Ukrainian writers for he found it a very reductive method of representing 

Ukrainian life and experiences. As he wrote, “The strong winds, the hills of the 

steppe, the Cossacks, the chumaks,22 the black-browed maidens, the cuckoos, the 

nightingales [...] and other accessories of Ukrainian poetry have grown into

HapoflHocTH. H 3M eH ajica  BKyc, r o M e u a jic a  h  H3HK. H y x n e c T p a iii iL ie  cpopM bi, 
K O Topue u a jio a ce iib i 6lijih Ha H auie poflH oe c j io b o  n p eB parm iM H  h o h h th h m h  0 6  
H3HU1HOM, y c T y n a jin  poflHbiM cf)opMaMH H apoiiH oro in b ix a  B ejiH K opoccH ftcK oro, 
o 6 jiarop oxceH H oro  npocB eineH H eM , iiayKaM H h  ynoxpeO jieH neM  b BbimeM  oS m ecT B e. 
H3MeHHJiacb h  JiHTepaTypa. T jiaB H oe C TpeM Jiem ie ee 6 biJio He k  nonpaxcaH H io  
HHOCTpaHHOMy, h o  k  CBoepoflHOCTn” (K o sto m a r o v  1843 [1996], 195-196).

22 Ukrainian word naming the ox-cart drivers, who transported salt, fish and other 
goods from the Crimea; c f. Podvezko (1962, 987).
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outdated and trivial cliches, vulgarized shadows akin to the [images] of ancient 

gods and shepherds in pseudo-classical literature.”23

His dissatisfaction with the slow pace of Ukrainian society’s 

nationalization is a possible reason for this criticism. Kostomarov sadly 

commented on the lack of interest demonstrated by his educated contemporaries, 

who in his view were involved in pseudo-nationalist pursuits (“writing stories and 

verses often tasteless and empty; eagerly dressing in quasi-national costumes for 

entertainment; spicing their speech with a Ukrainian saying or two, arguing about 

Shevchenko’s merit”), instead of engaging in the meticulous study of the history 

and culture of Ukrainian people and the creation of the literature necessary for the 

education of the peasantry, or offering financial support for the national project of 

mass education.24 Of course, there is always the possibility that Kostomarov in 

fact proposed only a stylistic critique, being more concerned with encouraging the 

improvement of modem Ukrainian literature’s aesthetic qualities. However, in 

my view, even if his was just a stylistic critique, the implications are still much 

more profound. Kostomarov’s consistency in extolling Ukrainian folk culture as 

the placeholder of Ukrainian uniqueness shows that the scholar did not attempt to 

articulate a program denouncing the vernacular culture. Rather, it demonstrates 

that he reacted against the uncritical ‘borrowing’ and ‘imitation’ of the images, 

themes, techniques and style of Ukrainian oral traditions. As I read it, his criticism

23 “ E yftH bie BeTpbi, cT enoB bie M orn jib i, K03aKH, uyM aKH, uopHo6pHBH  
AHBHaTa, 3 0 3 y jm , cojiobchkh [ . . . ]  n  n p o n n e  npim a/yievKHOcTH M ajiopoccuncK O H  
nO33H0 CT aHOBH JIHCb H36HTHMH, TffllHHeCKHMH OnOIIIJieJIblMH npH3paKaMH, 
noflo6HbiM H aHTHMHbiM 6oraM  n nacT yim taM  nceBflOKJiaccHHecKOH jn rrep aT yp b i [ . . . ]  
(Kostomarov 1871, 322). Page citations refer to the reprint in Betko and others 1994, 
314-325.

24 “ [nJncaT b noB ecTH  h  c th u ik h  M acro 6e3UBeTHbie, n ycT b ie  [ . . . ]  o x o th o  [ 
o a eB a T ca ] u jw  3a6aBH b q uas i-n au H oa  JibHbin koctiom , BBepHyT b cboio p e u b  flBa-Tpn  
M ajiopoccnncK H X  B bipaxceiiH ii, n ocn op B T  o flocT oiracT B ax LtleBueHKa” (Kostomarov 
1862, 313). Page citations refer to the reprint in Betko and others 1994, 309-313.

251 thank Dr. Ilnytzkyj for suggesting this idea to me; I acknowledge that it is a 
feasible alternative to my interpretation.
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of ‘ethnographic realism’ is motivated by discontent with the nationalizing role of 

Ukrainian literature, whose failure to ‘recruit’ the members of the intellectual elite 

and to convert them into firm believers in the Ukrainian national cause he saw as 

the major hindrance for its development. Nevertheless, his solution is consistent 

in expressing a ‘demotic vision’ on the common culture, which was to be built 

with the peasant masses in mind. The idea that the peasantry was the foundation 

of Ukrainian society underlies his program of national revival; the solution he 

offered was the cultivation of ‘educated’ peasants under the guidance of 

intelligentsia, which was patriotically conscious and concerned with national 

well-being (Kostomarov 1882).

Kostomarov’s argument in favor of, and enthusiastic response to 

Ukrainian literature heavily depended on the notion of national character, which 

he persistently articulated throughout his writings. In his view, Ukrainian 

literature carried a unique understanding of the human condition that was 

expressed in the national character, hence, revealing the ‘soul of the people.’ 

Kostomarov, in principle, did not regard the fiction written in the Ukrainian 

spoken language to be of low quality because -  as he argued -  it disclosed 

characteristics such as high moral principles, genuine compassion, tolerance, free 

and independent spirit, pious religiosity, and acute sensitivity (Kostomarov 1843 

[1996], 200-201). The critic saw the culturally specific nature of this young 

literature as one of its most valuable features, an inexhaustible source of patriotic 

pride and dignity. As he maintained, “Despite the small amount of original works, 

Ukrainian literature [...] can boast narratives that are totally original; these do not 

imitate foreign [works], do not express foreign ideas in a twisted form; there is no 

banal thought, common to all, but a truthful representation of the national 

character’s distinctive quality.”26 Kostomarov concludes his review of Kvitka’s

26 “npn M a n o M  K O Jin n e c T B e  c b o h x  np o H 3 B efleH H H  [Ukrainian literature] [...] 
M o x ceT  n o x B a j iH T c a  TaK H M H , b  K O T o p b ix  B H zm o H e  K a K o e -H H 6 y flb  n o a p a x c a H H e  
n y x c o M y , H e H H O C TpaH H bie, n y x c f lb ie  m i e n ,  o n e T b ie  b  H C K axceH H yio  c p o p M y , H e 

XCaJIKaH B C eo6m H O C T b M blCJIH BCeM H3BeCTHbIM , HO HCTHHHOe H 3 o 6 p a x c e H H e  C B o e ro ,
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short stories by pointing out that the Ukrainian writer’s works were 

“neizcherpaemym rodnikom chuvstvd’ (inexhaustible resource of [patriotic] 

feelings; Kostomarov 1843 [1996], 201).

In a similar vein, the critic also interpreted the function of the traditional 

Ukrainian folk poetry whose most powerful quality he recognized to be the “rich 

and dignified emotional overtones” that had allowed the Ukrainian peasants to 

communicate their passions, dreams, grievances and joys. He proceeds with a 

brief description of what in his view constituted the Ukrainian national character, 

exalting in a typically romantic fashion the peasantry as the carrier and 

incarnation of the ‘national soul,’ an elusive, but pervasive notion, often used in

Ukrainian nationalist discourses to signify the substance of the collective identity.
01More specifically, Kostomarov, and he was not alone in this understanding, 

conceptualized Kvitka’s fictional characters, and especially his female 

personages, as ideal representations of what he perceived to be the virtues of the 

Ukrainians. Kvitka’s imaginary personae, according to Kostomarov, revealed the 

peculiar piety, moral purity, and “dreaminess” (idealism, naivete) with which the 

Ukrainian peasants continued to withstand and overcome their tragic fate. The 

critic identified their deep religiosity and extreme sensitivity as key elements of 

the Ukrainian national character. In his view, Ukrainians were “a young, but 

religiously enlightened People” (narod iunom, no prosvetlennom religieiu) and, as 

he was quick to add, sincere in the expression of their feelings. Emotional 

outbursts and false sentimentality, however, the critic remarked, were rare in

pozmoro, co BceM OTnenaTKOM HannoHajibHoro xapaKTepa” (Kostomarov 1843 [1996], 
200 -201).

27 Panteleimon Kulish also was fascinated with the notion of ‘national character,’ 
which he understood as those mores, beliefs and personal traits that constitute the nature 
of Ukrainian “ordinary, simple VolK' (malorosiiskogo prostoliudind). The writer 
interpreted Kvitka’s fictional characters as powerful impersonations of Ukrainian ethnic 
identity, or as he had eloquently put it, “this profoundly moral essence, which comes 
from a society we do not know [...]” (eto gluboko nravstvennoe litso, kotoroe vedet svoe 
proizkhozhdenie ot neizvestnogo nam obshchestvo; Kulish 1857 [1996], 247).
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Ukrainian folk songs. Trained by countless misfortunes in the past as well as the 

poignant ambiguity of their current history, the peasants disliked “rampant 

excitement” (neobuzdannii vostorg). Instead, Ukrainian folk songs reflected the 

contemplative nature and perpetual attempts of Ukrainian peasantry to face its ill- 

fated destiny with stoicism and steadfast determination (Kostomarov 1843 [1996], 

202).

The idea apparently was very close to Kostomarov’s heart because in 1861

he re-articulated his view on the Ukrainian national character in the article “Dvi

rus’ki narodnosti” (Kostomarov 1861, 122-134).28 In a more eloquent and

sophisticated fashion, this text argues the irrevocable ‘naturalness’ of Ukrainian

distinctiveness, stressing the fact that Russians and Ukrainians, although closely

related, were two different people, whose collective psychological traits and

mentality had little in common. Kostomarov identified as typically Ukrainian

characteristics such qualities as free and independent spirit, love for the land,

individualism, deep religiosity, tolerance and democratic sensitivity.

But what is even worse for the Little Russian [Ukrainian] is the mir, or 
repartitional commune, which is widespread in Great Russia. The accusation 
of laziness usually levelled against the Little Russians is most often made 
when they are subjected to social conditions, which are foreign to them, such 
as serfdom or the mir communal organization. For the Little Russians, who 
are not chained together by narrow communal forums of property holding, 
the mir [...] limits personal freedom and the free disposition of goods 
(Kostomarov 1861,134).

It seems clear that Kostomarov’s argument evolves around a 

conceptualization of the common psychological characteristics, which 

consistently have been associated with Ukrainian peasantry and thus, frequently 

have been ‘constructed’ as the substance of the group identity. For example, 

earlier Mykhailo Maksymovych pointed to such ‘typically’ Ukrainian ‘common’ 

traits as love of freedom, independent, honest and proud spirit, open-mindedness,

28 Page citations refer to the abridged English translation of this text in Lindheim 
and Luckyj 1996. Cf. also Nechytaliuk 1999 (163-175) for a reprint of the original text.
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optimism, determination and lyricism (1827 [1996], 114-115). Kulish saw the 

Ukrainian peasantry as “gentle” (nezhni) and “simple-minded,” a nation of 

genuine poets, who were possessed by tragic energy (mrachna enerhiia) and 

profound melancholy, expressing in their traditional songs and tales the 

magnificent simplicity of their habits (“velychestvennoi prostote nravov,” 

Epilogue, 246-247). Apparently, the writings of the romantics were intended as 

powerful evocative messages that deployed the potential of symbolism of 

traditional Volk (the aesthetic idolization of Ukrainian folk songs seems to be a 

persuasive discursive strategy for stimulating and re-enforcing national self- 

consciousness) in order to convey the ‘essence’ of the collective identity thereby 

articulating a particularly ‘idyllic’ and tragic version of self-imagining that later 

generations, and especially the modernists, steadfastly denied.

Kostomarov’s Obzor betrays an intriguing feature of the Ukrainian 

romantic, and later, populist nationalist discourses. The concept of Volk, as 

‘mapped’ in the writings of the 19th century Ukrainian intelligentsia, is used to 

mobilize patriotic sentiments and stimulate the establishment of a national culture 

common to all Ukrainian speakers. As a strategic category, the concept of 

slovesnost ’ (literature) tended to encompass both the works of the modem written 

literary tradition as well as recorded and published folkloric materials. Eventually, 

it emerged as a central one for the imagining of national culture. In this way, clear 

distinctions between ‘high’ and Tow’ literature were not made since the romantic 

intellectuals considered these irrelevant. Putting emphasis on the ethnic specificity 

of both Ukrainian folklore and modem literature, the Ukrainian romantics worked 

assiduously to intensify the symbolic value of the printed Ukrainian production 

because -  in the eyes of the patriotic intelligentsia -  it supplied the collective 

narratives, indispensable in the process of national consolidation. In this manner -  

to borrow the pertinent remarks of two contemporary theorists -  the intellectual 

practice embraced a discourse of nationality that provided “a context that placed 

the folk culture on a positive historical trajectory” (Kennedy and Suny 409).
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Respectively, both folklore and written literature were envisioned as the most 

important identity-securing mechanisms to promote the inculcation of common 

beliefs, behaviors, and identity.

Typical in this respect is Kulish’s attempt to articulate Ukrainian 

literature’s cultural specificity in what he defined as “the popular orientation of 

Ukrainian literature’ (“prostonarodnost’ v ukrainskoi s lo v e sn o s tiKulish 1862 

[1996], 269-278). In this particular discourse, the Ukrainian writer took a stand 

against the accusations of the influential Russian literary critic Vissarion 

Belinskii, who espoused a negative view of the Ukrainian literary production, 

defining it as ‘lowbrow’ (prostonarodna). Kulish challenged Belinskii’s position 

by asserting that the true merit of Ukrainian literature was its ability to manifest 

“respect for the individual, regardless of how low on the social ladder one 

[stood]” 29 (i.e., its democratic aspirations), and as he announced proudly, such 

great respect for humankind was championed in “all of Ukrainian oral literature, 

[...] songs, legends, parables, proverbs, religious beliefs and general 

philosophical ideas.”30 Therefore, he claimed the intellectual’s connectedness 

with the ‘people’ as an advantage. The adjuration to “a journey to the folk” roots, 

detected in his writing, constituted an integral part of his new national imagery. 

Thus, he promoted the appropriation and reworking of Ukrainian folklore texts as 

a much-admired intellectual practice that ensured the “proper tone” and “refined 

cultivation” of the collective image (Kulish 1862 [1996], 270).

Kulish advocated a close relationship between folklore and literature 

because he considered it important in successfully evoking empathy and interest 

in the Ukrainian readership. The feeling of empathy, as it has been pointed out, 

played a key role in the Ukrainian romantic aesthetics. Kulish employed the

29 “yBaxceirae k nejioBenecKOH jihhhocth, kuk 6bi hh3ko hh 6uJia oHa 
nocTaBJieHa b rpaxtflaHCKOM o6inecTBe” (Kulish 1862 [1996], 269).

30 “ [ . . . ]  B een  ycT H ofi cnoBecHOCTH H a m ero  n a p o n a , [ . . . ]  e r o  n e c m ix ,  
j ie r e m ia x , n p n T H ax, n ocjioB H p ax , B ep oB am iax  n  n om iT H ax n eJ io B ex a  Boo6me” 
(Kulish 1862 [1996], 269).
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notion with the force of a central principle for the consolidation of communal 

sentiments:

We say this, so that those who care for the development of our native 
literature -  a profoundly vital idea -  would take to heart the study of 
ethnographic materials [i.e., the items recorded from the talented peasant 
poets and narrators] and then, take any chance to test their conclusions in real 
life [...] [To] recreate what one had heard ... with the same power and 
authenticity so that those who had not listened to it would experience in the 
course of reading what the artist hadfelt while creating it, is perhaps an art 
form that evokes the same aesthetic feeling as that produced by putting into 
words one’s first hand experiences.”31

In this fashion, Ukrainian literature was affirmed as a social institution, 

complementary to vernacular traditions, and one that safeguarded the national 

interest and cultivated patriotism. Kulish made an appeal to the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia to record authentic stories from the Ukrainian peasantry and publish 

those unaltered. The critic clearly indicated the importance of a national identity 

that drew upon and reflected previous identities and traditions. It is also apparent 

that he understood the symbolical significance of the ‘revived’ cultural heritage 

for the construction of a common national culture. He was aware that it was 

insufficient to simply inherit established traditions. Thus, he urged that they be 

offered to the geographically dispersed and diverse Ukrainian readership. By 

means of the printed word, the items of this revived folk culture would be re-lived 

by current and future members of the Ukrainian nation as if they were part of their 

‘natural,’ everyday life.

Hence, the reproduction and popularization of folklore material itself 

became a responsibility of the Ukrainian literary institution. Kulish, for example,

31 Bee 3 to  mm roBopHM fljia Toro, h to6m  Kaacfluu, KOMy aop o rax  vux&n 
pozmoro cJioBa Hamero, n n ea  r jiy 6oKO *H3HeHHax, b3xji Ha ce6a  xpya noayM axb 06 
3THorpa(f)HHecKHx ouepKax h  noTOM, npn bchkom yaobHOM cjiyuae, npoBepHTb cboh 
caM03aKJiK>ueHHH Ha caMOM aejie. [ . ..]  Bocnpon3BeaeHHe cjiHiuaHHoro [ . . .]  b xaKOH 
cHJie h  h c th h h o c th , h to6m  Te, k to  He cjibiuiaji, ucnbimueaAU, numan uanucauHoe, 
mo caMoe, umo ou\yu\aA nucaeuiuu, npmiaaJieacHXb, Moacex 6uTb, k  TOMy ace poay 
HCKyccTBa, h to  h  BocnpoH3BeaeHHe b cjiOBe BHOTMoro rjia3aMH (Kulish 1862 [1996], 
272; italics mine).
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was convinced that printed reproductions of folklore materials and their 

publication in literary journals amounted to a distinguishable aspect of modem 

Ukrainian literature. As he wrote, the popularization of folklore materials in print 

might result in “the formation of a literary production that entirely caters to the 

tastes and mentality of Ukrainian VolK’ (Kulish 1862 [1996], 272). In other 

words, Kulish applauded this intellectual practice as “delo narodnoe” (a national 

enterprise) and supported it with patriotic gusto. He was convinced that the 

reproduction of the cultural heritage was of utmost importance because it 

facilitated the ‘construction’ of “a future -  not individual, not personal, but the 

future of our people” (budushtnost ’ ne sobstvennuiu, ne lichnuiu, a budushtnost’ 

nashego naroda; Kulish 1862 [1996], 273). Indeed, if  one interprets Kulish’s 

musings in light of some contemporary concepts, it is clear that the notion of 

national culture in his discourses emerged not simply as the manifestation of 

uniqueness but also as its ‘guardian,’ an “upholding map for the nation’s future as 

well as an archive of its history” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 7).

Recently, Creg Calhoun has elucidated the power of such propositions as 

means of national agitation and their role in developing national-consciousness 

and a sense of solidarity. “Nationalism,” he contends, “fundamentally transforms 

the pre-existing ethnic identities and gives new significance to cultural 

inheritances” (1997, 49). By extolling the closeness of modem Ukrainian 

literature and the existing or revived folk culture, the romantic nationalist 

ideologues in fact sought to establish the continuity of their cultural legacy. Their 

focus on the peasant traditions did not simply mean inheriting a pre-exisiting 

culture, which in their view embodied the Ukrainian ethnic (‘primordial’ and 

‘authentic’) identity. They rather sought its transformation and adaptation to the 

new circumstances in order to keep it meaningful. Hence, the writing down of the 

stories told by Ukrainian peasants was a practice that itself implied a fundamental 

change in the social and cultural significance of Ukrainian traditional culture

71

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



since there also continued many unselfconscious expressions of that culture 

(‘eclipsed below’ the new layer).

In Gellner’s view, this change was instrumental for the nation-building 

process because, as he asserts, “nationalism is not the awakening and assertion of 

mythical, supposedly natural and given units [...] it is on the contrary, the 

crystallization of new units, suitable for the conditions now prevailing, though 

admittedly using as their raw material the cultural, historical and other 

inheritances from the pre-nationalist world” (qt. in Calhoun 1997, 49). In 

agreement with Gellner, Calhoun, and Jusdanis (cf. 2001, 44-52), I believe that 

the necessity of re-adapting such local narratives and peasant traditions, and their 

inclusion in the nationalist intellectual discourse also signifies their different 

meaning, for they “work differently for individuals and society when they are 

reproduced by artistic or academic specialists, when they are enshrined in sacred 

texts, and when they figure in the lives of many different small groups, each with 

its own, more local, word-of-mouth tradition” (cf. Calhoun 1997, 150). Kulish’s 

discourse helps us grasp what such a difference entails, namely, that the local 

traditions thereafter are woven into fixed, individually authored texts that are 

circulated among a widely spread population and thus, become available for 

political and emotional manipulation of leaders and ideologues.

Paul James’ theory of the nation as an abstract community supports such 

interpretation as well. In his attempt to conceptualize the nation as a “changing 

but distinctive kind of abstract community,” this scholar spells out an ontology of 

nation formation that profoundly depends on the idea that modes of disembodied 

communication are essential for the constitution of those forms of human 

interaction that make the national association possible. According to James, the 

process of nation formation entails expansion and transformation of the human 

relations, which essentially become “relations of disembodied extension” (1996, 

39). As he suggests, “[...] although the modem [...] nation continues to be 

experienced as a concrete, historically condensed relation between people, it is
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only through a constitutive lift in the level of abstraction that it is possible to feel 

comradeship with national mass who, except for one’s personally known network 

of associations, will largely remain anonymous strangers” (James 1996, 39). 

Thus, the theorist urges us to accept “that societies are constituted in overlaying 

levels of abstraction.” Therefore, when we talk about the “levels of social 

integration and forms of national association” this means we discuss “not only the 

abstraction of ideas but also the abstraction of lived social relations” (James 1996, 

41).

I would agree with his statement that “[njational formation only becomes

possible within a social formation constituted in the emerging dominance of

relations of disembodied communication. This level of communication is

abstracted from and yet based in a manifold intersection of prior levels -  relations

formed in and through the limitations and possibilities of relations in face-to-face

and agency-extension” (James 1996, 45). The application of James’ theory to the

situation in Ukraine I see in his powerful insight regarding the role of intellectuals

in the process of nation formation. According to him,

If [...] national formation and subjectivity require as a necessary-though-not- 
sufficient condition the abstraction of social relations integrated in the 
emerging dominance of disembodied extension, then it comes as no surprise 
that intellectuals and the intellectually trained are in the forefront of 
imagining and enacting the nation. Such persons work in the medium of 
disembodied extension. They have in this capacity played a significant part in 
the complex basic changes in world history, changes which have brought us 
to the stage when the nation is deeply embedded yet deeply contradictory 
(James 1996,195).

In my view, both the public articulation (orally delivered or printed 

discourses) and the private expression (in correspondence as well as intimate 

conversations and so on) of the Ukrainian nation by the patriotically conscious 

intellectuals demonstrates the complexity and intersection of different levels of 

interaction involved in the constitution and experiencing of the nation as a 

community of ‘strangers’ that share a common life and culture. Kulish’s article is
i L

a good illustration of this. In addition, it clearly shows that 19 century Ukrainian
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intellectuals saw Ukrainian literature, and respectively culture, as a strategic tool 

for instituting, homogenizing and unifying the ‘People.’ As Kulish contended, “In 

this way, the popular orientation (prostonarodnost) of Ukrainian national 

literature is not a disadvantage, betraying the inability of our authors to write for a 

patriotic Ukrainian audience albeit small in numbers, but a warrant for the 

transformation o f Ukrainian literature into a national enterprise.”32

Modem Ukrainian literature was created and used to produce, manipulate 

and enforce ethnic consciousness. It was established as an important social 

institution to uphold the national interests of Ukrainian intellectuals in a public
33sphere that allowed for “literate subjects [to] come together in order to reflect on 

the business of nations” (cf. Thome 2001, 531). As Kulish had plainly put it, “the 

participation of many educated individuals and the general sympathy to our 

literature, shared by the people, provide the solid foundation of our [national] 

movement and prevent it from deteriorating and from taking a direction contrary 

to the essential demands of life.”34

Kulish’s discourse also makes it clear that the romantic nationalist rhetoric 

was motivated by “a desire to create the conditions for the nation to know itself

32 “TaKHM o6pa30M  n p o cT o n a p o fliio cT b  b  yKpanHCKon cjiobcchocth  He ecT b  
cBHneTejibCTBo 6e3CHJiHa HauiHx aBTOpoB n u caT b  flju j B binejiH B m eflca  H3 H apoaa  
cpaBH H Tejibro MajioHHCJieHHoft uacT H  yK p am m eB , a HanpoTHB -  3anoz 
o6u{eHapodHozo pa36umu.n nauieu CAoeecmnocmu e 6ydyui,eM na mupoKOM 
ocHoeanuu [...]” (Kulish 1862 [1996], 277; Italics mine).

33 Jurgen Habermas’ lasting definition of the public sphere as characteristic of 
modernity considers it as “[a sphere] in which critical public discussion of matters of 
general interest was institutionally guaranteed” (qt. in Thome 531). As Rainey explains, 
“[f]or Habermas the public sphere is a historically specific set of sites and institutions 
(salons, coffee houses, journals of opinion, web of social relationships) as well as a 
practice of rational and critical discourse on affairs (at first cultural and aesthetic, then 
civic and political in nature), a practice that institutionalizes a procedural ideal of 
unfettered critical exchange and a social one of inclusive participation” (1998, 5).

34 “ [•••]  y u a c r a e  MHOJKecTBa rpaMOTHHX jn ozten  h  noB ceM ecT H oe conyecmeuH 
npocT O H apoflba k  nporoB eaeH iM M  H am eft c j io b c c h o c th  cum h n o  c e 6 e  cn yacaT  
npoHHOio ocHOBy n e j io  h  o6ecn eu H B aioT b  e r o ,  x a x  o t  ynaziK a, T ax  h  o t  yxjioH eH H a b 
c r o p o H y , n p oT H B op eu am yio  iiacym H H M  Tpe6oBaHH3M  2 ch 3 h h ” (Kulish 1862 [1996], 
277; italics mine).
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better” (cf. Kennedy and Suny 1999, 4). The focus of intellectual efforts was the 

definition of boundaries with the neighboring people as well as the establishment 

of the public symbolical domain in which the ‘unique’ Ukrainian subjectivity 

could be freely expressed and maintained through participation in a number of 

distinguishable levels of social integration: from concrete face-to-face to 

abstractly ‘disembodied’ associations based on the ‘shared’ common culture, 

itself in a process of active construction. Kulish’s literary criticism, then, 

demonstrates that the intellectual’s concern was the unification of ideas that bind 

together and connect ‘the people’ by re-grouping pre-existent, culturally 

continuous local communities into a more or less ‘homogenized’ symbolical 

space (the nation) that made meaningful the collective past, present and future (cf. 

James 1996). Consequently, the romantics established the notion of nationality as 

an ‘existential’ category inclusive of people from different social strata and above 

all, the peasantry. This, as Yekelchyk has emphasized, was at the time a novel 

idea that provided Ukrainian intellectuals with a common goal: the pursuit of 

social, economic and cultural liberties (1994, 60).

To conclude, Ukrainian romantics as engineers of the nation engaged 

mostly in what Foster has defined as “a segmentation of the global flow,” i.e. 

demarcation of boundaries in which “space and time become bounded inasmuch 

as a continuous history becomes attached to a delimited territory” (cf. 1991, 236- 

237). They established the foundations of the ‘abstract community’ (the people) 

as a collective ideal to provide the driving force for future claims of self- 

determination. In their writings they sought to promote an understanding that, 

despite the indifferences, members of the Ukrainian nation share the same 

national attributes, which constitute their national identity (national character). In 

this sense, theirs was what Mark Beissinger (1996) has called “the quiet politics 

of nationalism” that manifested the potency of nationalism to provide “hidden 

transcript o f resistance,” whose disruptive power came from the “challenges it 

presented to the dominating or prescribed forms of national self-assertion.”
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Clearly, at that period, Ukrainian national identity involved defining Ukrainians 

as a part of the multiethnic Russian empire. The tensions between the more 

influential advocates of the all-Russian identity (Russophiles) and the few who 

insisted on a ‘pure’ Ukrainian identity (Ukrainophiles) presented a major source 

of confusion and frustration for the patriotically minded Ukrainian intelligentsia. 

Nevertheless, the articulation of an ethnic identity different from the all-Russian 

one already undermined the loyalties to the current state, and gave birth to the
thidea of political self-determination, which at the onset of the 20 century 

triumphed in the Ukrainian nationalist imagination (cf. Shkandrij 2001).

In this sense, the nationalist rhetoric of the romantics, especially Kulish’s 

musings on the nation, suggest that Ukrainian nationalism -  to put it in the words 

of one contemporary scholar -  was not about “ancient enmities or even always 

about ethnicity, but rather about [...] the drawing of the physical, human and 

cultural boundaries” of the community and “the life chances that people believe 

are associated with these definitions of boundaries” (cf. Beissinger 1996). As a 

result, the patriotic Ukrainian intelligentsia was preoccupied with national 

agitation that attempted the institutionalization of new collective beliefs, attitudes 

and identities by allocating resources from the rules and assets of the available 

local intellectual traditions, while also utilizing the then prevalent romantic 

rhetoric of European nationalism. The purpose of this nationalist undertaking was 

“intellectually to elevate the overall centrality of the nation in public discourse” 

(cf. Kennedy and Suny 1999, 20).

2.3. Politicizing Ethnicity: The Populist Articulation of the Nation

The category of Ukrainian Volk was established in the writings of the romantics 

as an idealized ethnocultural entity that differed from the Russians and the Poles 

in their language, culture and history. The writings of the Ukrainian realists- 

populists, who started dominating the cultural scene in the late 19th century,
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reiterated those linguistic and cultural differences.35 Folkloric discourses and
thethnographic descriptions continued for a long time in the 19 century Ukraine to 

fill up the pages of populist literature, a type of literary production that defined
36

the aesthetic taste and criteria for evaluating literary craft.

Populist interests in the revival and popularization of Ukrainian vernacular 

culture were inspired mainly by a desire to reaffirm the commonality between the

speakers of the Ukrainian language on both sides of the Dnieper. Historically, 

the division of Western and Eastern Ukraine, and their consequent inclusion 

within the territories of different colonial powers, resulted in perceptible cultural 

differences between the two groups of speakers of Ukrainian. The populist 

movement, as I see it, had two goals. Firstly, through the creation of a popular 

literature, patriotic intellectuals sought to educate the enormous mass of illiterate 

peasantry as part of the process of Ukrainian modernization. Secondly, under the 

conditions of colonial oppression and in the absence of the legitimizing power and

35 Populism in Ukraine was an influential ideology in the period of national 
revival (late 18th and the entire 19th century). Its main tenets were “federalism, the 
emancipation of peasantry, and the recognition of the cultural distinctiveness of the 
Ukrainian people” (Klid 1993, 152). They were actively engaged in the education of the 
peasant masses. In the so-called Sunday schools, they taught the illiterate peasantry how 
to read and write. The populists were also active in supporting the development of 
Ukrainian scholarship. In fact, many of the first Ukrainian scholars, individuals who 
started using the Ukrainian demotic to write on scholarly topics (history, linguistics, 
ethnography, archeology, literary studies and criticism) were members of populist 
organizations. They directly engaged in publishing popular religious and educational 
literature in the Ukrainian language with the intention to educate peasants, the majority of 
which at the time were illiterate.

36 The best evidence for the influence of populist ideas on literary production, 
and their role in the formation of literary tastes of Ukrainian readership is found in the 
writings of Ukrainian modernists. On the pages of the hallmark modernist journal 
Ukrains'ka khata many critical articles appeared, fervently casting a stigma on the 
‘ethnographic’ simplicity and mimetic realism of populist and realist literature that was 
produced by the representatives of the older generation of writers, such as Marko 
Vovchok, Ivan Nechui-Levytskyi, Ivan Franko, etc. (Cf. Klid 1993, 154, and Ilnytzkyj 
1994: 9-13).

37 For more details on the historical development of the Ukrainian national 
movement on the territory of Left Bank Ukraine, see Magocsi (1996, 436-460).
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ideological authority of an autonomous political entity such as the nation-state, 

the populists viewed the process as a powerful strategy for the creation of 

‘national subjects.’

The dominance of populists on the tum-of-the-century Ukrainian cultural 

scene was marked by additional changes in the societal semantic and structural 

order, which facilitated the crystallization of a new version of Ukrainian national 

identity. This identity accommodated within itself the first explicitly political 

justifications of the Ukrainian nation, thus substantiating a cultural-political 

conceptualization of the nation as opposed to the primarily cultural-linguistic one 

of the romantics. With respect to the analysis of Ukrainian modernist practices, I 

would like to stress here that the definition of the nation in political terms resulted 

in perceiving the content of the emerging national community in a particular way 

(demotic version) to which the Ukrainian modernist reacted with a scathing 

critique. They saw the populist model as reductive and quite inadequate to support 

a fusion of the political and cultural principles, which could secure the process of 

national consolidation by safeguarding the prestige and originality of Ukrainian 

national culture. Having stated this in advance, I hope the raison d'etre of my 

argument will become clearer as the discussion progresses.

A document left by Mykhailo Drahomanov, namely the Draft o f the 

Constitution for Ukrainian Society (herafter Draft', Drahomanov 1884 [1996], 

171-184), suggests that in his time, the idea of political independence was an 

inaccessible alternative for the leading Ukrainian intellectuals because of the 

nature of the political regime in the context of which the Ukrainian national idea 

initially developed. In this case, the repressive politics of the imperial colonial 

administrations made the open formulation of political claims an unfeasible task. 

Miroslav Hroch has shown convincingly that such forthright political expression 

and advancement of national interests in the multiethnic European empires 

became possible only after the introduction of constitutional regimes, i.e., since 

the 1860s in Austria and after 1905 in Russia (1995, 70-71).
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In Drahomanov’s Draft, it is declared that the patriotic obligation of his 

fellow Ukrainians was to “work to improve their intellectual and ethical 

standards, and to strive to occupy as prominent a place as possible in all causes 

benefiting society” (1884 [1996], 180). They had to work hard to prepare younger 

generations for the political unity of all inhabitants of Ukrainian territory while 

simultaneously seeking out “in every locality and in every class, ways of life, 

traditions and aspirations that might serve as a natural basis for introducing the 

aspirations of the Free Union” (Drahomanov 1884 [1996], 180).

The respected 19th century Ukrainian political activist imagined the Free 

Union (vol ’nii soiuz) as a federation of Ukrainian and Russian territories in which 

all nations -  Russians, Ukrainians and others, lived in prosperity and peace with 

each other. The goal of the Free Union, as he formulated it, was to allow for “the 

political, economic, and cultural emancipation and progress of the Ukrainian 

people and of other races living among them in settlements” (Drahomanov 1884 

[1996], 171). Within this frame, in my view, he worked for the construction and 

popularization of a Ukrainian ethnic identity that effectively could distinguish the 

Ukrainians in the context of a democratic and eventually, a socialist Russian state. 

His assessment of the political situation at the time was crystal-clear: before 

attempting to resolve the Ukrainian national question, the people have to be 

socially and economically liberated, which meant the abolishment of absolutist 

rule and the establishment of a democratic and constitutional state as a guarantee 

of human rights for all citizens inhabiting the imperial territory. For instance, 

Drahomanov declared that, “[...] the idea of nationality itself is insufficient to 

bring justice and freedom to all people. It alone cannot provide for the managing 

of state affairs too [...]. We have to seek out universal justice that would be in the 

mutual interests of all nations” (Drahomanov 1991, 469). Along the same lines, 

he stated in his article “Literatura Rosiis ’ka, Velykorus ’ka, Ukrains ’ka i 

Halits’ka” (Drahomanov 1873) that at the present time, “[...] nationalism is a 

very old song if it is analyzed carefully; it is often associated with a new [song]
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about freedom and about democracy, popular rule.”38 In his view, true patriotism 

defied narrow-minded (ethnic) nationalism and separatism. Instead, it involved a 

concern for the wellbeing of one’s fellow countrymen and was expressed in a 

deliberate and dedicated service to ‘the people’ (Drahomanov 1873, 152, note 1). 

The political justification of the nation, in this sense, became the crux of disputes 

and divisions among Ukrainian populists. Worthy of note here is Drahomanov’s 

lament that Ukrainian nationalists, in spite of talking profusely about the cultural 

(ethnographic) and linguistic autonomy of the Ukrainian people, rarely addressed 

the political aspects of the national question, which, as the ideologue stated, “in 

itself, [was] the most important issue” (Drahomanov 1994, 201). I will touch upon 

this matter again later. Here, let me briefly outline the model of culture the 

populists proposed and examine their vision of who and what constituted the 

Ukrainian nation.

The populists followed the romantics in endorsing the Ukrainian peasantry 

as the core of the nation. Typical in this sense are Drahomanov’s remarks that 

“the village and the peasant (selo i muzhyk) are the foundations of the state” 

(Drahomanov 1873, 131). In his view, “[...] the characteristics of the nation [...] 

have been preserved exclusively in the peasantry44 (oznaky natsional’ni 

vyderzhalys’ naibil’sh [...] abo vykliuchno uprostomu narodi [...]; Drahomanov 

1873, 152, note 1). As Drahomanov’s and other discourses suggest, the populists 

tended to idealize the peasantry to a lesser degree than the romantics. In my view, 

they approached ‘the people’ with a rather somber criticism that inspired a 

‘revision’ of the values and ideals that the traditional culture embodied. This 

attempt, to some extent, motivated their educational and cultural politics, 

elaborated from the perspective of creating a national culture to meet the needs of 

the peasantry (i.e., they insisted on the creation of literature and culture ‘for the

38 “Y Ham Bix -  HauioHajii3M -  ua ayace CTapa nicua, ax  po3i6paTH u, -  
nacre 3B’a3yeTbCH c hoboio -  npo bojijo i npo aeMOKpaiiio, iiapononpaBCTBo” (152, 
note 1).
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masses’). Again, Drahomanov’s observation that under the circumstances, the 

Ukrainian people needed “utilitarian literature” (praktychna literature!) is typical 

for the ‘populist’ way of thinking. Drahomanov insisted on the creation of a truly 

national literature that could “[...] convey to the people the scientific ideas they 

require or tell them about their life in their living language.” In his view, such 

literature should be based “on the native Ukrainian character and traditions, but 

also doing so in harmony with the progress of European-Russian [imperial] 

scientific and literary ideas.” One detects a similar intent in his remark that 

national literature started to serve its proper function only when the populace was 

given literature that was appropriate to its level; in his view this was “utilitarian 

and educational” literature. The scholar contended that “a person will turn away 

from a nationally formalistic, pointless literature, while a retrograde literature will 

make one impotent for the purpose of competition with his neighbor; finally, the 

people [nation] itself will turn away, beginning with those individuals who are 

most intelligent.”40

In this respect, the idea of ‘mass education,’ which provided both a key 

objective and a key strategy for national mobilization, is characteristic of populist 

ideology. Drahomanov articulated this objective rather succinctly: “National 

independence without a certain level of education will lead neither to liberalism 

nor democracy” (Drahomanov 1994, 165). Hence, ‘the joumey-back-to-the- 

people,’ which the romantics extolled, in the populist ideology means learning to 

understand and appreciate the culture of the Volk and, most importantly, changing 

the mentality of the peasants through education and engagement in public 

discussion in order to prepare them for political actions that would ensure the

39 “xchbok) H ap ofliio io  m o bo k ) po3Ka3aTH H ap on y n o T p i6 m  fioM y H ayxoB i in e i  
a 6 o  po3Ka3aTH n p o  acnT T a H ap o /n ie” (D ra h o m a n o v  1873, 142).

40 “ [ . . . ]  6 o  B in  J iiT epaT yp i 4 )0PMajIbHO"Hah iOHajIiCTHMHOk  n y c T o i, Hapon 
BiflBepH eTbca, a  J iixep aT yp a  p eT p orp azm a  o6e3CHJiHTb n o r o  b KOHKypeHui'i 3 
cyciaaM H , Ta H a p e u m  B in  He! [ . . . ]  B inB epH eT bca n  caM  Hapon n ou n H arou n  Bin c b o ix  
6ij ib in e  iHTeJiireiiTHX o c o 6 ” (Drahomanov qt. in  M u c h in  1987, 74).
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improvement of their social, economic, political and cultural conditions. A

positivist and pragmatist agenda informed the populist rhetoric of the nation,

whereas a critical reflection on the romantic exaltation of Ukrainian peasantry

turned into a principle strategy of distinction. To illustrate this thought let me cite

here from Drahomanov’s critical reflections. In his article Literatura, he wrote:

The following is what a reader, accustomed to realism and social analysis in 
the new European literatures, sees in Ukrainian lyric poets: a terrible poverty 
of thought and vagueness; family, enemies, enemies, enemies; Cossack glory, 
freedom -  but what kind? Planting of the field, but how? Ancestral warnings 
prediciting social or divine retribution a la the Psalms; suffering on account of 
the problems that one must endure for the sake of the family, Ukraine; 
suffering that is hardly a match for what a simple man endures from 
exploiters; and, then, in the end, the repugnantly boring complaints against 
one's ‘fate.’41

It is interesting to note also that Drahomanov’s thoughts clearly resonate 

with Kostomarov’s latest laments about the narrow-mindedness and reductionism 

of contemporary Ukrainian literature. For instance, in his article “Ukrainian 

literature,” Kostomarov contended that, “[...] the mimetic ethnographic trend 

[began] exhausting all its resources at times when [Ukrainian] intellectuals 

[started] thinking about progress [...] It turned out to be a rather limited 

[approach], and peasant life that previously provided inexhaustible resources for 

literature, from this perspective, proved to be rather impoverished.”42 Similarly,

41 “Y ineax BHflHa 6iflHicTb i neacnicTb: pomma, Boporn, Boporn, Boporn, 
cjiaBa K03aubKa, bojih, a axa?, i ax  ... 3aciBamiH hhbh, a ax? yrpo3a noMeroio, 
HapoztHHM a6o 6ohchm cyaoM axocb a Jia ncaJiMH, njiau Ha rope, xcrope npHBeJiocb 
TepniTb 3a ponHHy, 3a Yxpam y, rope, najiexo He Taxe BeJinxe, a x  Te, mo TepHTb 
ycaxHH npocTHH uojioBix ot ecxnJiyaTaTopiB, a y xiHifr onpoTHBijii ho HyflHOCTi 
atajio6n Ha «hojho» -  ocb mo 6auHTb y yxpamcbXHX JiipnxiB HHTaTejib, npHBHXHiHH 
Ho peajii3My i couiajibHoro aHaJii3y hobhx eBponeHHCbxnx JiiTepaType” (Drahomanov 
1873, 159).

42 H3o6pa3HTejibHO-eTHorpacf>HHecxoe HanpaBHeHHe HcuepnbiBajiocb b anoxy
xorna Bee Mbicjiamee nyMajio o nporpecce [.. .]  oho oxa3biBajiocb cjihhixom y3XHM, 
npocTOHapoHHaa acH3iib, npencTaBJiaBmaaca npeacae o6HaroHaiomeio HecMeTHbiM 
SoraTCTBaM HJia JiHTepaTypbi, c stoh tohxh 3peHHa, aBJiaaacb oueHb cxyflHoio [...] 
(Kostomarov 1871, 35). Page citations refer to the reprint in Betko and others 1994, 314- 
425.
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Drahomanov -  being one of Ukrainian vernacular culture’s most passionate 

advocates -  also clearly articulated the necessity for breaking away from the 

ethnographic dilettantism “etnohrafichnyi dylentantyzm” and “pseudo-realism” in 

Ukrainian literature (Drahomanov 1873, 162).

He voiced an almost identical position in his “Lysty na Naddniprians ’koi 

Ukrainy” (hereafter Letters). Here Drahomanov stated: “The growth and civic 

value of literature was based not only on ethnographic, and more specifically, on 

linguistic foundations, but on the entire sum of historical and cultural conditions 

in which nations live.”43 In fact, although Drahomanov recognized the power of 

the Ukrainian nation’s ethnic definition, which insisted predominantly on the 

linguistic and cultural distinctiveness of Ukrainians, it is also apparent that for 

him this was a notion that could not provide a suitable basis for the articulation of 

a Ukrainian national identity to uphold claims for political independence. From 

this perspective, the critic assessed the aesthetic modes previously used to 

describe the Ukrainian people’s life and lore as inadequate under the new 

conditions. The scholar evaluated this type of writing as ‘provincialism’ and 

refused to acknowledge it as a truly artistic representation because, in his view, it 

potrayed a distorted image of Ukrainian reality. Although he promoted the idea of 

creating a literature for the ‘peasants,’ his notion of narodnist44 was very 

different from Kulish’s concept ofprostonarodnist’.

43 “3p icT b  i rpoM aflcK a B a p iicT b  JiiT epaT ypn  ocHOBHBajmcb [H e] TijibKH Ha 
rpyH T i eTHorpacpiuHOM y, a me c n e u ia j ib m m e  Ha jriHrBicriHHOM y, a Ha Bcift cyM i 
icTopHHHHX i KyjibTypHHX o 6 cTaBHH, b KOTpHX JKHByTb H apo/m ” (Drahomanov 1994, 
208-209).

44 Cf. his note in the article on the relationship between Ukrainian and Russian 
literature, where he makes a distinction between natsionalizm (nationalism) and 
narodovstvo (patriotism; Drahomanov 1873, 151-152, note 1). In my view, Drahomanov 
espouses a very interesting form of vernacular nationalism (kosmopolitychnoho 
narodovtsva, ibid.), which aims at articulating universal civil ideals by means of a 
distinctively ‘local’ culture (“kosmopolityzm v ideiakh i tsiliakh, natsionalnism v hrunti i 
formakh kultumoi pratsi” (Drahomanov 1994, 190).

83

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Developed within a social-liberal ideological framework and in direct 

opposition to the romantic idealization of the ‘people,’ Drahomanov’s national 

vision revealed his deep conviction that the Ukrainian peasantry must be exposed 

to, and learn to live by the Western standards of social equality, political and 

cultural autonomy and European humanistic values. “The true patriot,” argued 

Drahomanov, “cannot be a nationalist” who in the name of restrictive nationalism 

“neglects to work for the social good of his compatriots.” He espoused the idea of 

social happiness as a universal ideal, the realization of which was impending. In 

Drahomanov’s view, “the [true Ukrainian] patriot could respect the historical 

forms of national existence when these are impregnated with the seed of 

cosmopolitanism.”45 He encouraged his compatriots to labor to awaken a sense of 

national belonging that encouraged “the growth of popular will and practices” 

(zrostu voli i obichai masy narodu). He maintained that Ukrainian patriots love 

their homeland because it was a territory where they could initiate humanist 

endeavors with the least amount of effort (Drahomanov 1873, 152, note 1; cf. also 

Drahomanov 1994, 190). Thus, Drahomanov’s intellectual articulation of the 

nation focused on the propagation of civic ideals, and it is not surprising that in 

his discourses France and the formation of the French nation were often cited as 

an example to follow. “At first ethnographic-national feelings (soul) were 

irrelevant. We consciously place before the word ‘national’ also the word 

‘ethnographic’ in order to make our ideas clearer because the word ‘nation’ in 

European [fashion] also means sometimes ‘state’ but not ‘race.’ The world knows 

political-national autonomy, which is separate from the national-ethnographic.”46

45 “ HapoflOBent. Moxce noBaxcaTH icTopHHHi (ftopMH jk h tth  naiiioHaJibHoro 
TijibKH T o ra i, m  bohh M ajm  a6o MaiOTb 3epHa ftoro KOCMonoJiiTHHHUX iae ft, Monce 
byzuiTH nouyTTa HauioHajibm TijibKH Taxi, KOTopi BenyTb no 3pocTy BOJii i  obina'iB 
Mac Hapony, -  BiH M O *e jik>6h th  pom m y cboio TijibKH m o  M icpe, ne BiH H aftjie ra ie  
Moxce npaipoBaTH hjiji HOJioBixa”  (Drahomanov 1873, 152, note 1).

46 “ ETHorpacpiMHo-nanioHajibHe nouyTTa (nym a) cnepm y TyT 6 y jio  Hi npn 
HOMy. M h  HaBMHCHe CTaBHMO npH cnoBi Hau,ionaAbHe i  cjiobo eTHorpacfiiMHe, mo6 
nyMKa Hama 6 y jia  acm m e, 6o cjiobo nau,in b eBponeftcbKiu TepMiHOJiori'i iHOfli
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Drahomanov’s comments oddly resonate with current theoretical distinctions 

between ethnic and civic nationalism, therefore posing, perhaps for the first time 

in the Ukrainian intellectual space, the problem of nationalism’s elusiveness and 

inherent contradictions.

The motto “realism and social analysis” succinctly summarizes the 

essence of Drahomanov’s aesthetic and cultural building incentives. I see it as a 

key to understanding Drahomanov’s intellectualizations. He praised realism as a 

method that allowed an objective and accurate description of the historical 

conditions in which the Ukrainian people’s lives unfolded. He endorsed it as an 

aesthetic approach that in concrete images revealed the social and political 

injustices the Ukrainian people endured. Drahomanov considered realism to be a 

powerful aesthetic ideology because it required artists to ‘capture’ the typical and 

the usual in the life struggles of peasants, thereby offering an accurate (mirror 

image) representation of reality. In his view, such images inspired and motivated 

for changes. He, for example, praised Kulish’s ability to create life-like characters 

(“rodyty zhyvi typy”) and demanded from Ukrainian authors to provide insights 

into the “psychology of the peasant family,” exposing the economic oppression 

plaguing the life of Ukrainian peasants (Drahomanov 1873, 160, 162).

His comments on contemporary Russian literature revealed the intellectual 

premises of his aesthetic evaluation. As Drahomanov declared, the new Russian 

literature was not concerned with the expression of shallow nationalistic ideals, 

but tried “to investigate nature as it was and to create living characters, struggling 

most against despotism in all its forms and manifestations, protesting not by 

means of empty phrases but scenes and characters [whose presence in the 

literature reinforces its national specificity].” The critic maintained that, “the 

sphere of prose and poetry is already broadening while nationality itself follows

3HauHTb depycaea, a He paca  i Ha CBiii uacTO npoaBJiaeTbca aBTOHOMi3M 
noJiiTHHHo-HaidoHajibHHH, o c1 6 h h h  Bin eTHorpacpiHHO-HauioHajibHoro” (Drahomanov 
1 9 9 4 , 163; author’s italics).
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the images and characters taken from the national source.”47 As he believed, 

literature was to enlighten and awaken the peasant masses by offering social- 

political and national ideals. Therefore, Ukrainian writers should extol the ideas 

of West European liberalism and socialism as well as the Ukrainian people’s 

cultural distinctiveness. In this sense, his agenda argued for the ‘Europeanization’ 

of Ukrainian society, and was drawn from a more international rather than 

regional perspective.

In comparison to Kulish and Kostomarov’s romantic approach, the most 

obvious difference in Drahomanov’s attitude, which signaled a change in the 

Ukrainian intelligentsia’s self-perception as national leadership and the tasks it 

must fulfill, was the orientation toward mass education and mass culture as 

political opportunities to enforce ‘real’ Ukrainianization. In this respect, 

Drahomanov’s nationalism was what the Hungarian intellectual George Konrad 

has defined as “self-expanding national strategy that takes anything from the 

outside world that can be fruitfully related to what was previously considered 

national and delights in integrating the two” (qt. in Kennedy and Suny 1999, 17). 

In my view, Drahomanov’s discourses outlined a new context for imagining the 

nation. As already mentioned, he explicitly conceptualized the Ukrainian polity in 

relation to Europe, demonstrating an acute awareness of the current historical 

conditions in which the nationalization of Ukrainians took place. He was 

considerate of the multiethnic state structure within which Ukrainians lived and 

the importance that the existing imperial high culture traditionally had for the 

articulation and promotion of the Ukrainian national idea. As he saw it, the 

products of this hybrid culture, although printed in the Russian language (what he

47 “PociftcKa i BejiHKopycbxa SeJieTpncKHKa i noe3ia chx uaciB He 3a/jaBajiacb 
Bxce BKHMH-iie6ynb y3KHMH HauioHajibHHMH iaeajiaMH: BOHa cTapaeTbca
BHCJiiflxtyBaTH Hapypy bk BOHa e [...] i BHBOflHTb jkhbh THnu, Haftdijibuie 
dopoioHHCb npOTHB flecnoTH3My b ycix ftoro <J)opMax i npoaBax, npoTecTyiOHH He 
tojihmh (f>pa3aMH, a xapTHHaMH, TnnaMH. Ccbepa SeJieTpHCTHKH i noe3ii yce 
po3HiHpaeTbCH, [...] a Hau,ioHaAbHicmb caMa codoio ude 3a KapmunaMU i munaMu, 
y3nmuMu 3 naifioHaAbHozo dotcepeAa” (Drahomanov 1873, 159; italics mine).
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defined as all-Russian literature), served as a medium that connected Ukrainians 

with the rest of the world, and more importantly, introduced them to vanguard 

European ideas and developments. He refused to belittle the fact that Ukrainian 

literature, and respectively culture, grew out of an imperial history shared with the 

Russians and out of the same imperial institutions (Drahomanov 1873, 105, 143- 

144).

In this sense, paramount for his articulation of the nation was the proposed
• • 48model of relationships between the Ukrainian nation and the Russian Empire, 

which he defined in terms of political, social and cultural oppression, urging for 

constitutional reforms that would guarantee the state’s liberalization and 

democratization. For example, in his Letters, Drahomanov wrote: “It has to be 

admitted once and for all that serious work for the benefit of the Ukrainian masses 

is impossible as long as there is no political freedom in Russia. And this means 

that the Ukrainian movement itself cannot have serious civic meaning as long as it 

does not take a political direction.”49 In other words, in his discourses, the 

tensions between the ‘center’ and the ‘periphery’ enter into the play, although 

Drahomanov failed to acknowledge this distinction as a valuable principle of 

national boundary demarcation and social categorization. As I will try to show, 

the modernists transformed it into a key category by means of which they

48 Of course, Drahomanov was not the first to conceptualize Ukrainian national 
culture in relation to, and within the context, of Europe. As previously noted, the notion 
of Europe constituted a particular ‘knot’ of tensions and anxieties, which the first 
designers of Ukrainian identity could not completely ignore. However, the European 
framework did not play such a prominent role in their articulation of the nation for a 
number of reasons. Here I cannot explore all of those in depth. Suffice it to point out only 
that Ukrainian romantics did not perceive Europe as a ‘threat’ to their identity-defining 
efforts and they adopted the European nationalist rhetoric without resistance because they 
did not feel the need to re-inscribe the locality (Ukraine) in global relations to the same 
degree. For them, as already stated, more important task was to define the boundaries of 
the ethnoscape and transform it into a ‘homeland.’

49 “Tpe6a pa3 Ha3aBine nproHara, mo cepio3Ha npaim fljia Macn yKpamcbKoi 
He MoxcjiHBa, noKH He 6yne b Poci'i nojiiraHHoi BOJii, a 3HauHTb, mo h yKpamcbKHH 
pyx He Moxce MaTH cepio3HOi rpoMaucbKoi Barn, noKH He CTaHe Ha nojiiraHHuu 
rpyHT” (Drahomanov 1994, 206-207).
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expressed the cultural distinctiveness of Ukrainians and substantiated their claims 

for political independence.

Important, in the light of later developments in the intellectual articulation 

of the Ukrainian nation, especially the elitist model outlined by the modernists, is 

another distinction that Drahomanov introduced into his nationalist rhetoric, 

namely the distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, a boundary that became 

another “pole of anxiety” (cf. Jusdanis 1991, 27) for the Ukrainian intelligentsia. 

His ultimate objective of establishing Ukrainian national culture as separate from 

the Russian in content and form50 was supported by his demand to create 

literature for a very broad audience (“velyka publyka”), growing from the 

‘bottom’ to the ‘top’ (“znyzu v h o r u “vid literatury prostoi do vysokoi,” Letters 

181) and expanding its subject matter as the interests of the peasantry changed 

(Drahomanov 1994, 211). He recommended that modem Ukrainian literature give 

priority to universal human interests, aspiring to discover those in the national 

character. As Drahomanov insistently reminded, it should help to cultivate a sense 

of human dignity and desire for stmggle against the remnants of retrograde and 

repressive ideologies (Drahomanov qt. in Muchin 1987, 76).

Drahomanov’s position appears to be typical for the populist way of 

thinking in that it was somewhat ambiguous and failed to draw a clear line 

between ‘high’ and ‘low’ cultural production. He endorsed a model similar to the 

one articulated earlier by the Ukrainian romantics who insisted on the creation of 

a national culture to strengthen the relationships between the intelligentsia and the 

peasant masses, and thereby to facilitate the process of national consolidation.

50 Drahomanov admits that he, “on the basis of Ukrainian folk songs, considers 
the national consciousness of Ukrainian peasants to be highly developed and the 
Ukrainian language to be quite rich,” and so, he is hopeful that “a popular literature 
different from the Russian will emerge.” He is certain that such literature immediately 
would attract large audiences because “it will be the fruit of life and not the outcome of 
scholarly speculations” (Drahomanov 1994, 211; italics mine). Cf. also his statement that 
by 1873, “Ukrainian literature grew and somewhat freed itself from the hegemony of 
Russian literature” (ibid.).
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Yet, Drahomanov defined the populist idea of ‘mass literature’ which focused 

exclusively on peasant needs and interests as “formal nationalism without 

patriotism (formalnyi natsionalizm bez narodoliubstva),” arguing against 

Hrinchenko that national culture was a product of the intellectuals’ efforts to 

reflect on, and express their knowledge and understanding of the Ukrainian 

people’s experiences and mentality (Drahomanov 1994, 188). Perhaps, this is why 

his contemporaries so harshly reacted to his position. For example, Borys 

Hrinchenko accused him of servility to the Russians and betrayal of the Ukrainian 

national ideal (Hrinchenko 1892 [1994], 95-96). Ivan Franko also disapproved of 

Drahomanov’s political pragmatism, blaming him for having no faith in the 

Ukrainian “national ideal, taken to its logical conclusion in political life.” This 

lack of faith the West Ukrainian writer identified as the major cause for 

Drahomanov’s life-tragedy and, as he phrased it, “the source of the impotence of 

his political strivings” (Franko 1900 [1996], 198-199).

2.4. The Intelligentsia and the Masses:

The Populist—Modernist Debate

The Myth o f  the ‘Assimilated’ Ukrainian Elites

Also, significant for the intellectual articulation of the Ukrainian nation was 

another boundary, namely, the divide between the Ukrainian intelligentsia and the
thpeasant masses. Initially articulated towards the end of the 19 century, and more 

consistently in the beginning of the 20th century as the myth of the ‘inefficient 

elites,’ this rupture was used as a strategy by means of which Ukrainian patriotic 

intellectuals affirmed their hegemony in the Ukrainian cultural space. This 

strategy of distinction warrants closer discussion. It offers a chance to illuminate 

some deeply embedded stereotypes of self-imagining in the Ukrainian intellectual 

thought that reveals the controversies surrounding the intellectuals’ own invention 

as a national leadership.
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In Ukraine as well as in Bulgaria, the initial discursive articulation of the

nation betrays a peculiar type of paradoxical intellectual behavior that

characterized the work of the social imagination. The Bulgarian scholar

Aleksandur K’osev has labeled this complex of ideas as “self-colonization”

(1999). The American anthropologist Michael Herzfeld (1997) refers to it as

“cultural intimacy.” Regardless of the term used, the heart of this paradoxical

behavior constitutes the intelligentsia’s need for self-reproach and criticism,

tirelessly expressed in a prescriptive negative stereotype, identifying the national

elites as “insufficiently nationalized, small in numbers and powerless, lazy and

internally divided” (Hrinchenko 1882, 41). As both the romantics and the

populists saw it, the Ukrainian intelligentsia’s most notorious characteristic was

its detachment from its own ‘People.’ For example, Hrinchenko glumly observed

in his Lysty z Ukrainy Naddniprians ’koi (hereafter Letters):

Anyone who now looks at Ukraine will become sad, very sad. The whole 
country has split into two distinct camps: lords and peasants, intelligentsia 
and the people. [...] Many things have divided them: social conditions, both 
economic and educational; laws and individualism; education (albeit mostly 
superficial) has separated the lord from the peasant. But one must add one 
more thing -  and this one divides them completely: the lord has abandoned 
his nationality [...].51

The split between the intelligentsia and the people and the guilt complex 

associated with it respectively became an important aspect of the Ukrainian 

nation’s intellectual articulation. In the next section I will attempt a brief 

explanation of this phenomenon in the light of Ian Craib’s theory of emotional 

inter subjectivity (1998), as revised and expanded by Carolyne Vogler (2000).

51 “CyMHO, cyMHO CTaHe TOMy, x to  noflHBHTbca Tenep no nauiift YxpaiHi! 
Bex Kapma po36njiaca Ha flBa Biipa3Hi Tafiopn -  name Ta uyzicuKie, iHmeAizeni{iro Ta 
napod. [...] Po3pi3HHJio ix 6araTO peneft: i coifrajibHi o6cTaBHHH, i eKOHOMhmi, i 
npocfiiTHi. I npaBaMH, i 3aMormcTK>, i npocBiToio (xoua 3ue6ijibm oro TiJibKH 
no3BepxoBHOio) Biapi3HHBCx naH o t  MyxcuKa. Ta nonaeTbcx m e ozma pin , i c a  pin  
po3pi3Hae ix yxpaft: naH 3pixca CBoe'i HajiioHajibHOCTi [ ...]  (Hrinchenko 1882, 37).
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The Paradox o f the Ukrainian Intelligentsia’s National Loyalties 

Recently the growing interest in the psychology of nationalist behavior and 

national identity has enhanced the awareness of the role that emotions such as 

anger, frustration, resentment, contempt, guilt, shame, envy, jealousy, fear and 

anxiety play in the processes of social identity formation. In current psychological 

accounts of nationalism these emotions are conceptualized as important driving 

forces, generating national sentiments and attachments (cf. Bloom 1990, Sheff 

1994, Craib 1998, Cottam and Cottam 2001). Craib, for instance, conceptualizes 

national identity as a specific form of collective (social) identity that, put in 

Vogler’s phrasing, is “not just a result of social classification, boundary 

demarcation, and processes of identification but also has an important [subjective] 

emotional dimension” (2000, 19). According to Vogler, in Craib’s view, the 

formation of a national identity is the outcome of “interplay between sociological 

and unconscious psychological processes,” stimulated by the transmission and 

sharing of a range of emotions, communicated in the processes of interaction 

between the members of a community (2000, 22). As she indicates, “[...] the 

emotional dimension of identity is rooted in the unconscious object relations, 

fantasies and defense mechanisms [...] of splitting, projection and projective 

identification which in addition to protecting individuals against anxiety, also 

operate as unconscious forms of emotional communication” (ibid.). Under certain 

circumstances, group members could unite to “respond to outsiders (and 

sometimes even to some o f  their own members) emotionally, as if they disliked 

parts of their own selves” (Vogler 2000, 25; italics mine).

Drawing also on Bion’s theory of social dynamics (1962), which examines 

the operation of emotional intersubjectivity in groups, Vogler suggests that often 

the group members experience conflicting or even contradictory emotions with 

respect to their group since “pleasant feelings like security are always experienced 

in combination with less pleasant ones such as hate, frustration and inadequacy, 

this leading to anxiety, which group members defend against by resorting to one
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of the three basic defense mechanisms,” namely, splitting, projection and 

projective identification (2000, 25-26). In stressful or conflictual social situations, 

“the anxiety generated by external social conditions combines with the [...] 

anxiety evoked by membership of the group to precipitate individual regression to 

primitive paranoid defences which are then projected and given objective 

existence in the social structure and culture of the community” (Vogler 2000, 26). 

In such instances, “social conflicts in the external social world [...] come to be 

reinforced by social defense mechanisms so that aggression is collectively 

displaced onto subgroups and external enemies” (Vogler 2000, 27). Especially 

strong, she underscores, are “the tacit assumptions about the purpose of the group, 

which are not expressed explicitly but give meaning to its behavior” and thus, the 

expression of the anxiety is “underpinned by internal fantasy so that conflicts in 

the external social world come to be experienced in a very polarized way as a 

battle between the forces of good and evil, victims and villains, them and us [...]” 

(Vogler 2000, 28).

In my understanding, the conditions under which the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia operated since the mid-19th century were particularly unfavorable 

and represented a critical situation where membership in the group (i.e., the 

Ukrainian nation) could produce extremely strong conflicting emotions (shame 

and pride, rage and guilt, love and hate, etc.). The release of the felt anxieties 

seemingly took the form of splitting and projection, which on the one hand, 

strengthened the Ukrainian ethnic identity of the patriots whereas the perceived 

‘bad’ behavior was projected onto a particular subgroup (the ‘assimilated elites’ 

or later, the ‘older’ generations). The representatives of such subgroups served as 

‘scapegoats’ for the Ukrainian patriotic intelligentsia’s dissatisfaction with its 

own social status of a colonially oppressed intelligentsia, and the slow progress of 

Ukrainian society’s nationalization. Interesting evidence in this regard is provided 

in the speech prepared by Drahomanov to be presented at the International 

Literary Congress held in Paris (1878), where he wrote: “We just want to show
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the wide world that terrible injustice of which we are the victims in Russia. And 

we are certain that the congress will not remain indifferent to our plight and will 

find some way to come to our aid.”52

Borys Hrinchenko in his Letters is much more explicit. There he angrily 

talks about the current state of affairs in Ukraine, clearly articulating the line that 

separated the patriots from the assimilated Ukrainian intellectuals. In his view, 

there were two major impediments for the nationalization process in Ukraine. The 

first was the fact that the Ukrainian intelligentsia was part of the all-Russian 

intelligentsia. The second hindrance in Hrinchenko’s eyes was that the Ukrainian 

people had undeveloped national consciousness (1882, 51). The negative 

assessment of the Russian intelligentsia, whose representatives the critic defined 

as “insufficiently cultured” (malokul'turni, Hrinchenko 1882, 53) is combined in 

his discourse with a more decisive articulation of Ukrainian cultural 

distinctiveness and a more rigid delineation of the ethnic boundary with the 

Russians. On this ground, the model of cultural autonomy that Hrinchenko 

proposed insisted on the creation of a Ukrainian national culture shielded from the 

influences of the imperial centers (Moscow, St. Peterburg, etc.) and even from 

Europe (1882, 55; 107). In addition, Hrinchenko urged for the unification of 

Ukrainians, refusing to accept a division of Ukrainian national culture into ‘high’ 

and ‘low,’ stating that such distinctions were ahistorical and illogical (1882, 93). 

At the same time, he gave immense significance to the work of those few, whom 

he considered to be true patriots, praising them for their struggle to establish the 

social, economic, political and cultural rights of the Ukrainian people 

(Hrinchenko 1882, 105). He criticized Drahomanov’s ‘cosmopolitism’ as well as 

the work of older generations of Ukrainian patriots -  people like Kvitka, Kulish, 

Kostomarov, etc.- whose nationalist visions he denounced as futile, claiming that

52 “Mh xoueMO TijibKH noKa3aTH mnpoKOMy cBiTOBi Tyio cTpanmyio 
HecnpaBezuiHBicTb, KOTopoi mh e McepmeciMU b Poci'i, i mh neBHi, mo KOHrpec He 
ocTaHe piBHonyuiHM Ha Harni yniMiiemia i Haflne HKHHCb cnoci6 npHHTH HaM Ha 
noMiub” (qt. in Bernstein 1988, 189; italics mine).
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they were individuals divided in their loyalties: “[...] the Ukrainian activist of that 

time had two souls: one Ukrainian, the other Russian. The Ukrainian soul came 

from his people, from the feeling of love for one's own native land, from love for 

one's language, for one's nation; the Russian soul was inspired by the Russian 

leadership. This is why the Russian intellectual then was pulled in two 

directions.”53

The historical raison d'etre behind the ambiguity and indeterminacy of the 

Ukrainian intelligentsia’s national loyalties warrants a closer examination. But 

here I will limit myself to two brief remarks conceding that mine is an insufficient 

and somewhat superficial treatment.54 The ensuing discussion is based on 

Kas’ianov’s study on the formation of Ukrainian intelligentsia in Eastern Ukraine 

(1993). His work sheds light on the social factors underpinning the attitudes of the 

patriotic Ukrainian intellectuals and their efforts in organizing and promoting the 

national movement.

First, as Kas’ianov has already pointed out, the specific national- 

demographic constitution of the Ukrainian intelligentsia and the peculiar
thhistorical circumstances under which it operated at the turn of the 20 century, 

significantly affected the forging and expression of its national dispositions. 

According to Kas’ianov, in that period the Ukrainian intelligentsia was poorly 

organized, too homogenized, and a leader of a “backward agrarian nation with a 

deformed agrarian structure” (1993, 41). The social context in which the 

Ukrainian national movement evolved was characterized by the ‘modernization’ 

initiatives of the imperial administrations, which brought about one of the most

53 “A t h m  u e  n o r o flx c y B a jio c a , m o  b T oaium bO M y BKpa'iHCbKOMy a ia u e B i  
c u a in o  aB i a y  m i: onH a y x p a m cb K a , a a p y r a  -  p ociu cb K a . YKpaiHCbKy a y  m y  fioM y  
aaB  p ia , n o u y B a m ia  a io 6 oBi a o  p ia H o ro  xp aro , m o 6 oB i a o  c b o c i m ob h , a o  CBoro 
H apoay; p o c iftcb icy  a y r n y  aaB ajio  ftoM y p ociftcb K e x c h t t b ,  p o c if tc b x a  y p a a o B a  
c a y a c 6 a , 6 iop oK p aT m m a n p u xm ib H icT b  a o  J ia c x n , a x y  b h jib jih jio  p o c in cb K e  
HauaabCTBO. O t o  n o r o , T oa im H b oro  p o c in c b K o r o  iH T ea ire iiT a , i  T a r a o  i  x y a n ,  i  
cioaH  [ . . . ] ” (H r in c h e n k o  1882, 60).

54 A more detailed analysis of this ambiguity one could find in the following
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profound social changes within the Ukrainian society. This was the migration of 

Ukrainian youth from the village to the city. As a result, ethnically aware, but 

politically inert, young Ukrainians were ‘uprooted’ from their regional vernacular 

traditions and became “available for nationalist propaganda” (cf. Hall, J. 1995, 

16; Hroch 1985). Moving to the large Russified urban centers, such individuals 

faced a serious dilemma: to adopt the lifestyle of the assimilated urban 

intellectuals and themselves become assimilated, or to resist the Russian cultural 

dominance, maintaining and further developing their ethnic Ukrainian identity 

(Kas’ianov 1993, 43). Furthermore, as Kas’ianov’s analysis demonstrates, 

opportunities for the recruitment of Ukrainian patriots were profuse, for the 

influences of the patriotically mindful, older generations of Ukrainian urban 

intelligentsia, were also very strong. The patriotically conscious Ukrainian urban 

intellectuals, such as the Kosach family, showed to the insecure and confused 

Ukrainian youth that recognition of one’s Ukrainian cultural roots (ethnicity) 

could be the source of great psychological comfort, pride and dignity.55 The 

exposure to such influences had very specific consequences since the close 

interactions between the urban and the rural Ukrainian intelligentsia obscured the 

differences between the village and the city as two distinctive habitats of 

modernity. This in turn, affected the culture adopted by Ukrainian urban 

intellectuals and their building and mobilization techniques, which characterized a 

specific style of political activism. Because of its small numbers, the Ukrainian 

urban intelligentsia, as the activities of the populists suggest, at first actively 

sought the assistance of provincial intellectuals to win over the peasant masses 

and achieve its political goals. In fact, if we are to trust Kas’ianov, the provincial 

intelligentsia served as the messenger of nationalism, providing the necessary link 

between the politically active urban patriots and the passive Ukrainian peasantry.

authors: Shkandrij 2001, 30-34; Subtelny 1999 andPrizel 1999.
55 Kas’ianov (1993) provides a number of good examples and therefore, I will 

refrain from doing so.
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They were the people, who through the network of their personal relations 

disseminated among the common people the European notions of civil rights, 

economic emancipation, and political freedom. Provincial teachers, doctors, 

agronomists, and so on, directly worked with the Ukrainian peasantry to stimulate 

and arouse patriotic feelings, national pride, and loyalty to the native land 

(Kas’ianov 1993, 43). Nevertheless, as Hrinchenko’s Letters revealed, tensions 

between the urban and provincial Ukrainian intelligentsia existed, and these were 

projected, at least prior to the arrival of the modernists on the cultural scene, onto 

various other distinctions, the most important of which, perhaps, was the 

opposition between the intelligentsia and its own ‘People.’

Second, the writings of Ukrainian intellectuals also suggest that in the 

Ukrainian space another change played a more crucial role for the intelligentsia’s 

intensified political activism and the spread of the Ukrainian national idea at the 

onset of the 20th century. This change assisted the conceptualization of Ukrainian 

culture as a political bond and a source of collective solidarity. Unfortunately, 

Kas’ianov only briefly touches upon it. In his attempt to find reasons explaining 

the increasing involvement o f the Ukrainian intelligentsia in the struggle for 

political independence, especially from the 1900s on, the scholar points to the fact 

that by that time Ukrainian intellectuals had learned how to create and maintain 

the continuity o f  national-cultural traditions (Kas’ianov 1993, 24-25). In my 

view, this means that the Ukrainian intelligentsia became more aware of its own 

cultural history now engaging more actively in the re-writing and discursive re- 

invention of Ukrainian cultural continuity. The ‘switch’ towards such a more self- 

conscious attitude as part of the Ukrainian intelligentsia’s habitus manifested 

itself in dispositions that required recurrent revisions of previously established 

cultural codes in order to expand the Ukrainian semiosphere while sustaining the 

originality of Ukrainian national culture. In this respect, the conflicts between 

different generations of Ukrainian intelligentsia were a vital element of the 

Ukrainian nation-building process. Therefore, the efforts to break away from
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previous enunciations of the nation in order to ensure the success of a particular 

construction or version of national culture constituted another crucial aspect of the 

Ukrainian intellectual social engineering. As Foster has argued, “the very notion 

of a nation with a fixed, ‘given’ cultural identity is a sign of the success of a 

whole array of practices naturalizing that identity [...] for all definitions of the 

national essence selectively ignore competing definitions” (cf. 1991, 238). From 

this point of view, it is not surprising that even though each new generation of 

Ukrainian intellectuals as a rule rebuked the inherited intellectual legacy, the 

strong relationship with past traditions (‘the roots’) was, nonetheless instrumental 

in defining the makeup of modem Ukrainian, and respectively national, culture 

(cf. also Kas’ianov 1993, 24).

Ukrainian Culture as a Political Tool: The Populist View

Ernest Gellner’s theory of nationalism provides further elucidation of the 

significance of this shift. His key thesis is the idea that “an industrial [i.e., 

modem] society depends on a common culture” (qt. in Hall, J. 1995, 10) 

constructed or rather ‘invented’ and ‘reinvented’ in the course of massive social 

engineering as the principle place-holder of social integration and coherence upon 

which the nation is built (Gellner 1995, 3). According to Gellner, nationalism 

“[...] is based largely on the social reality of anonymous, atomized society.” In 

his view, the most important mechanism of unification “was neither proletarian 

impoverishment and alienation, nor a universal market prosperity,” but the new 

role of culture in modem society, which was to create social cohesion through 

“manipulation of ideas, and messages and people” (Gellner 1995, 3). Along the
thsame lines, John Hall has observed that “many national leaders in the 20 century 

have been aware of the connection established by Gellner -  that is, they are 

modernizers consciously aware of how to create an industrial society.” As he 

points out, such modernizers “seek to break down the segments of the traditional 

order so as to create a common culture capable of integrating all citizens” (Hall 

1995, 11; Italics mine). Thus, culture in the writings of the realists emerges as an
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indispensable political tool. Ivan Franko, in his article Beyond the Limits o f the 

Possible very powerfully articulated this significant change in the mode of 

Ukrainian nation’s justification (1900 [1996], 193-200). Following a long 

introduction, Franko directly asked a number of strategically imperative 

questions:

What is the meaning of national revival? What material and spiritual spheres 
of life does it embrace, and what is to be excluded from it? What goals should 
or should not a national movement pursue? Which ideals are within the limits 
of the possible, and which go beyond? Should one accept these limits as 
something given and fixed, or should one, with one’s head and hands, push 
them farther and farther away? (1900,195).

For Franko the construction of national culture was not a matter of 

successfully defining the national character, but a process that involved also the 

‘planning’ of its transmission and reproduction through the available socializing 

practices as “enduring personality traits” (cf. Foster 1991, 238).56 In his view, 

culture helped above all to sustain collective identities over time and vast social 

spaces:

One cannot deny that responsibly conducted literary and cultural work, even 
without mixing in active politics, in the course of time could win for 
Ukrainians some small political significance, and that all such idealistic 
movements, when spread to the masses, tend to reflect a greater number of 
economic and political interests as they take the people into an ever-widening 
arena of struggle (Franko 1900 [1996], 197-98).

Franko’s interests in European socialist thought certainly helped him 

realize the significance of mass mobilization in the processes of nation-building. 

He conceptualized the national movement both as a struggle for economic 

emancipation and political liberation. As he pointed out: “The economic question 

is so important and so basic that it cannot be bypassed but must serve as the 

starting point of the political independence of any nation” (1900 [1996], 196). In

56 This would explain his systematic efforts to conceptualize literature as a 
“service to the people, in assertion of that people’s national and human rights” and his 
endorsement of individual artistict creativity as “a workaday routine, enobled by the 
writer’s sense of obligation and concern with the topics of the day” (Pavlychko 1996, 84).
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addition, the writer thought of the Ukrainian national movement as a struggle for 

cultural ‘naturalization,’ which was another principal aspect of his political 

thinking. He interpreted it as a struggle for the Ukrainianization of the public 

space through the development and promotion of Ukrainian language, culture, 

local administration, and mass education. In his view, the notion of a ‘non- 

political’ culture was obsolete. While battling against the very concept of ‘non- 

political’ culture, the prominent Ukrainian writer articulated a fundamental 

principle of modem nationalist thought. In Genevieve Nootens’ terms, this 

principle was “the infusion of culture with political content and the infusion of the 

political with cultural content” (1996 [1996], 242). Apparently, Franko’s 

understanding of the national problem arose from awareness that the idea of 

nation “has an inescapable political dimension, because political institutions and 

governmental decisions are the essential means by which a people can ensure the 

flourishing and survival of a culture” (cf. Nootens 1996, 244). It is also important 

to note that Franko considered the national problem not as ‘ideal’ situation in 

reference to some indefinite future (as, for example Drahomanov did), but as the 

most pressing issue of his time.

Franko conceptualized the role of political freedom as the precondition for 

individual self-realization, and the raison d'etre behind the structural and 

semantic changes occurring in the Ukrainian social space. According to him, the 

end of the 19th century saw a novel way of reasoning about the driving forces of 

human nature, which resulted in a different understanding of what personal 

success, human history and progress meant. The idea of nation offered a mode of 

explaining the human individual existence as an endeavor to “invent, to search, to 

work hard, to serve and to associate” in the name of an ideal more vital and more 

meaningful: the social and political fulfillment of a people. The idea of nation, 

according to Franko, suggested “the synthesis of all idealistic striving, the 

building blocks holding all the bricks in place” that gave greater meaning and 

clear direction to all personal aspirations and efforts in approaching “the ideal of
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the full, unfettered, and unlimited [...] life and development” (1900 [1996], 199).

As he wrote: “A concern with anything outside the framework of the nation

reveals either hypocrisy of people who under the cover of international ideas want

to hide their striving for the domination of one nation over another, or the sick

sentimentalism of fantasists who want to cover up with “universal” phrases their

spiritual alienation from their own nation” (Franko 1900 [1996], 199).

In his view, the achievement of higher international aims would only be

possible “when national strivings have been fulfilled and when national

grievances and injustices have receded into historical memory” (Franko 1900

[1996], 199). But he was quite realistic in assessing the political and social

‘readiness’ of his compatriots to practice that ideal.

The ideal of total national independence, political and cultural, lies for us, 
from our present perspective, beyond the limits o f the possible. So be it! But 
let us not forget that thousands of paths leading to its achievement lie directly 
under our feet, and only our awareness of this ideal, our pursuit of it, will 
determine whether we follow paths leading to it or turn into other paths [...]
(Franko 1900 [1996], 200; italics mine).

Thus, as a political goal he set the cultivation of a profound attachment to 

the Ukrainian nation in his contemporaries: “We must feel this ideal in our hearts; 

we must use all our means and all our energy in order to approach it. Otherwise, it 

will not exist, and no mystical fatalism will create it, while the development of 

material relations like a blind machine, will trample and crush us” (Franko 1900 

[1996], 200).

From the analysis conducted thus far, it should be clear that, as elsewhere 

in Europe, the concept of nation and the forging of Ukrainian national identity 

were “predicated on a condition of status-inconsistency among the relevant elite 

group (i.e., the Ukrainian intelligentsia), which resulted from the obfuscation, for 

one reason or another, of status distinctions and was accompanied by a profound 

sense of insecurity and anxiety” (cf. Greenfeld 1996b, 14). The spread of socialist 

and liberal-democratic ideas aided the formulation of a new set of political goals,
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which determined the nationalist dream-work of the Ukrainian intelligentsia in the 

early 20th century.

Within this conceptual framework, it seems also likely that the conflict 

between the populists-realists and the modernists marked the establishment of a 

national-political elite in the strict sense, as individuals who devoted themselves 

exclusively to the political expression of the Ukrainian nation. The appearance of 

the modernists on the cultural scene stimulated the formation of a hierarchical 

structure within the Ukrainian social continuum and led to the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia’s internal stratification and diversification. One of the most 

pronounced manifestations of this divide was the openly articulated boundary 

between the ‘mass’ culture propagated by the populists and the ‘elitist’ Ukrainian 

culture advocated by the modernists. Working under the conditions of foreign 

rule, and lacking its own political structures, the Ukrainian intelligentsia thus 

engaged in the active construction of national culture as a placeholder of 

Ukrainianness, the unifying concept that manifested “the intelligentsia’s mindful 

decision to recreate Ukrainian culture in its own image” (Ilnytzkyj 1994: 7). In 

that order, the public debates, represented above all by the heated polemic of the 

modernists and the realists-populists, centered on defining the essence of that 

culture, its roots and purposes, hence revealing the intellectuals’ desire to 

institutionalize the ‘common culture’ as the source of homogeneity and political 

unity. In this sense, the process of Ukrainian culture’s conceptualization as a 

political bond and the source of collective solidarity, commenced by the 

populists-realists, reached its logical next ‘stage’ in the modernist critical meta

discourse (kul’turolohichnyi dyskurs, Hundorova 1997, 32-74).
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3. THE MODERNISTS AND THE NATION

This chapter examines the logic of identity definition and the transformation of 

Ukrainian ‘people’ into a nation by means of the modernist elites’ social- 

historical imagining. Ukrainian modernists as architects of national identity came 

from a social group, discontented with its position in the Russian Empire and the 

manner in which contemporary society defined its social role and status. They 

arrived on the historical scene with an ambition for radical transformation of their 

society, an ambition that under the oppressive regime of the imperial government, 

particularly in the last two decades of the 19th century, strengthened the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia’s aspirations for practicing cultural and political self-determination. 

In this sense, the modernist aesthetics since its inception was in effect a political 

position (cf. Geuss 2001, 45) that pursued the establishment of Ukrainian national 

culture as an agent of social transformation.

However, before turning my attention to the specific problem of Ukrainian 

modernist practices, let me briefly outline the chronology of the modernist 

movement as it evolved in Ukraine. Such chronologization would situate the 

ensuing discussion historically and help me emphasize some of the characteristic 

features o f Ukrainian Modernism. In addition, it will reveal my attitude to the 

problems surrounding Ukrainian Modernism’s periodization and definition, which 

is part of my attempt to offer no ‘false’ answers to the questions raised by the 

study of modernist practices in ‘marginal’ localities such as Ukraine and Bulgaria 

(Pavlychko 1999, 7). Finally, it is also an important element of my effort, en 

rapport with Bourdieu’s self-reflexive method, to approach modernist practices 

from a historical and critical intellectual position that also sets up the common 

time frames that will allow a comparative study of the Bulgarian and Ukrainian 

Modernisms.

Ukrainian scholarship defines the time between the 1880s and 1920s as 

the period of Ukrainian Modernism, marking the 1910s as the heyday of its
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development (Ilnytzkyj 1992, Hundorova 1997, Pavlychko 1999). As Oleh S. 

Ilnytzkyj suggests, the lack of a common designator for this period in the critical 

literary practices at the time is a factor that for a long time created difficulties in 

setting the chronological boundaries of Ukrainian Modernism (1992: 113). In 

addition, different scholars approach the issue with different intentions and 

purposes, an intellectual strategy that quite naturally results in drawing 

significantly different chronologies of Ukrainian Modernism (Pavlychko 1999, 

11-13). Here, I will speak of Ukrainian modernism as an all-encompassing 

cultural practice, defining it on the bases of its socio-political and national 

ideology. Although I am aware of the differences in the aesthetic platforms of 

Symbolists, Impressionists, etc., I do not consider these the most important facets 

of the modernist project in Ukraine. I see the struggle to attain aesthetic autonomy 

as an essential part of the processes of national signification and nation building. 

Thus, the aesthetic uses of literature in my interpretation render secondary to the 

main impetus of Ukrainian modernists, namely, the drive to create Ukrainian 

national high culture as a means of modernizing and further integrating their 

society.

For this reason, although it is possible to differentiate Futurism as a very 

powerful literary movement, perhaps one of the most clearly defined in terms of 

its distinctive aesthetic platform, I espouse the view that futuristic works were not 

significantly different than the writings of typical modernist theoreticians in 

promoting a Ukrainian identity that defined the Ukrainians as Europeans. 

Supportive of this view are the comments of Ilnytzkyj, who in one of his articles 

indicates that the futurists were attacked for “nihilism, nationalism, and 

cosmopolitanism” (Ilnytzkyj 1978: 467-475). In this sense, the aesthetic 

differences between Modernism and Avant-gardism in Ukraine are irrelevant to 

my discussion on the modernist national politics.

The present reading of Ukrainian modernism, which I am proposing, is 

conceptually very broad. Constructed from the perspective of a meta-discursive
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interdisciplinary analysis, its purpose is to provide a basis for describing the 

cultural practices of Ukrainian progressive intelligentsia at the beginning of the 

20th century. I acknowledge the differences but prefer to dwell primarily on the 

similarities among the attempts of the Ukrainian creative intelligentsia to define 

the collective body and endorse its ‘elitist’ vision of Ukrainian national identity. 

In my view, it might be useful to divide this long period into two different stages, 

thus adapting the periodization already proposed by Hundorova (1997). This 

Ukrainian scholar recommends distinguishing between early and late Ukrainian 

modernism. According to Hundorova, the formation of the Moloda Muza literary 

circle in the early 1900s represents the first phase in the development of the 

Ukrainian modernist movement (she identifies it as ‘early modernism’). The 

launching of the journal Ukrains’ka khata in 1909, she considers to be the 

beginning of the second ‘tide,’ or late Ukrainian modernism (95).

Inspired by Tratner’s periodization of Modernism (1996), I here propose a 

slightly modified version of Hundorova’s model, suggesting that the period of 

early Ukrainian modernism was characterized by the original inception of 

Ukrainian modernist literature and criticism, and the struggle to institutionalize 

the modernist habitus through the creation of national high culture; thus, both 

Moloda muza and Ukrains ’ka khata will be studied together. As late Ukrainian 

modernism I identify the work of Mykola Khvyl’ovyi, Mykola Zerov and other 

proponents of Ukrainian modernism in the 1920s. In my view, the culture 

building initiatives of these intellectuals, and most particularly Khvyl’ovyi’s 

cultural policy, marked another significant shift in the development of the 

modernist national vision. Strictly speaking, this second stage of Ukrainian 

Modernism never reached its ‘natural end.’ Abruptly disrupted, the tradition 

continued in literary practices of the Ukrainian diaspora (1940s-1950s), and even 

later in the 1990s, when the modernist aesthetics and literary experimentation was 

rediscovered and incorporated as part of the cultural and literary heritage of some 

contemporary Ukrainian authors (e.g., Iurii Andrukhovych, Myroslav
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Myroshnychenko and others; cf. also Pavlychko 1999). In other words, Ukrainian 

modernism became a cultural practice that was further re-invented as an aesthetic, 

but also as an ideological disposition (habitus), and a cultural policy, recognized 

to represent the ‘golden era’ of Ukrainian modem cultural history.

To conclude, the division proposed here provides me with an opportunity 

to look at the subtle or not so subtle shifts in the conceptualization of the 

Ukrainian nation as the modernists tried to come to terms with the large-scale 

changes affecting the global community at the turn of the 20th century. Thus, early 

Ukrainian modernism was characterized by an attempt to transform the collective 

body into a spiritual entity and the definition of Ukrainian nation was enforced as 

a stmggle to change the moral, ethical and above all, philosophical dispositions of 

both Ukrainian intelligentsia and the masses. The late modernists reacted to a 

different set of obstacles to the nationalization of their society. In principle, while 

agitating for the Europeanization and Ukrainianization of their society, 

Khvyl’ovyi, Zerov, and others continued the practices of their predecessors 

(Ukrainka, Sriblians’kyi, Ievshan, and others), insisting on the creation of a high 

Ukrainian national culture. At the same time, they adjusted these to the new 

socio-political and historical conditions (Sovietization), once again altering the 

rales according to which the local modernist habitus operated. In this sense, they 

introduced changes in the originally conceived intellectual project. I will look 

more closely at such differences in the concluding section of this chapter. 

However, let me state beforehand that during the late 1920s, especially in the 

writings of Khvyl’ovyi, I see Ukrainian modernism emerging as a robust 

Ideologiekritik and a potent political technology of resistance and dissidence.

3.1. Nation Building and the Aesthetization of Culture

The social change pursued by the Ukrainian modernists was predicated on the 

thematic emancipation of art and literature from economic and social constraints 

and the empowerment of Ukrainian writers, artists, and critics through recognition 

of their expertise and authority as producers of values. Consequently, the
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constitution of the literary and artistic field as an independent and fundamental 

dimension of modem society manifested itself in the Ukrainian creative 

intelligentsia’s pretension to control the instruments of legitimation in cultural 

production and impose its ideals and aesthetic dispositions. At the turn of the 

century, poets and writers like Mykola Voronyi, Pavlo Tychyna, Lesia Ukrainka, 

Natalia Kobryns’ka, Vasyl’ Stefanyk, Ol’ha Kobylians’ka, Mykhailo 

Kotsiubyns’kyi, etc., launched a new type of aesthetic, seeking to establish 

Ukrainian art and literature as an independent cultural institution, not subjected to 

any immediate social and political goals. But while dreaming of such autonomy, 

they in fact worked to expand the national space for cultural production in the 

Ukrainian language. The process of autonomization of the literary and artistic 

field, was thus, entangled with the forging of the Ukrainian nation and the 

transformation of Ukrainian culture into a national institution. The task they tried 

to accomplish was not simply to open space for the recognition of art as an 

autonomous human practice, equivalent to other differentiated activities such as 

politics, science, law, education and so on. More significantly, they attempted to 

naturalize and affirm art as an exclusively national enterprise, subordinated to no 

other power but the authority of Ukrainian intellectuals. As Ilnytzkyj points out, 

the true essence of Ukrainian modernism “inheres not in the denial of social 

imperatives, but in raising them from class concerns to national ones” (1992:

116).

Ilnytzkyj’s remark is very important because it suggests that different 

social forces propelled the formation of an autonomous artistic and literary field 

in Ukraine. Under the conditions of colonial dependency and discrimination, 

Ukrainian modernists, in tune with the pretences of French intellectuals like 

Baudelaire and Flaubert, expressed their claims for cultural leadership through the 

rhetoric of pure aesthetic. But, the aesthetization of Ukrainian culture did not 

produce the same results as in France, or in other West European countries where, 

as Jusdanis has argued, “under the general process of differentiation, [...] the arts
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were unified under one concept (aesthetic autonomy) and ascribed a 

compensatory function: to provide a space of deliverance from the consequences 

of social differentiation” (1991, 103). In fact, in the Western nation-states, art 

evolved into an autonomous institution’ in order “[to transcend] social 

differentiation by devising unalienated experiences” (Jusdanis 1991, 103-104). 

Respectively, literature and the arts were assigned the task of “delivering] the 

citizens of modernity into a utopian realm of undifferentiated unity where they 

could transcend the problems of their fragmented society” (Jusdanis 1991,105).

However, in Ukraine, like in Greece or Bulgaria, the situation was 

different for there the experiences of social differentiation did not conform to the 

model of western industrial (‘bourgeois’) societies. In short, the modernist quests 

here were not inspired by social alienation but unsolved national questions. This 

is clearly suggested by the statement of Khvyl’ovyi, one of the most distinguished 

ideologues of Ukrainian modernism. He wrote that “[...] in the name of solving 

the national problem, Ukrainian art must, in the near future [...] pioneer a new 

artistic style [...]” thus, obviously linking the modernists’ search of new poetics, 

and their desire to attain the highest aesthetic values with their efforts to create 

and express the national mind (qt. in Ilnytzkyj 1991: 261-262).

M. Sriblians’kyi, another prominent Ukrainian modernist, voiced similar 

ideas before Khvyl’ovyi. In an article entitled “Pro Domo Sua,” the theorist of 

Ukrainian modernism confessed that Ukrainian nationalism was the ideal 

inspiring contemporary intelligentsia to produce cultural artifacts epitomizing the 

completeness of the Ukrainian national existence by representing the interests of 

the integrated Ukrainian society and not just partial (primarily peasant) social and 

political interests (1909d: 421). Implicitly comparing the ambitions and 

dispositions of Ukrainian modernists with the cultural attitudes of the preceding 

generations, which in his view, developed “[as] impotent [mertvyi]” and limited 

nationalism, the critic passionately argued the distinctive status of Ukrainian
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modernists, defining their stance as the most profound form of Ukrainian 

nationalism (1909d: 421).

In another article, entitled “Po mizh susidamy: Ukraintsvo i velykorusy” 

(Among Neighbors: Ukrainians and Russians), the prominent modernist critic 

reiterated the same idea. Reacting harshly to the Russian ethnic discrimination 

and coercion, Sriblians’kyi restated the main principles of the version of 

Ukrainian nationalism espoused by him. In essence, what he advocated was 

antipopulism, a cult of aesthetism and individualism, and uncompromising 

cultural nationalism, pursuing the creation of a high Ukrainian national culture to 

set the foundation of the future political nation (1909b: 64; cf. also Shkandrji 

2001, 199). Thus, he denounced the “apathetic cultural nationalism” (mliave 

kul ’turnytstvo) of the realist-populists, and firmly put in place the ethnic boundary 

with the Russians, decisively refusing to negotiate the integrity of the Ukrainian 

identity. The modernist openly declared his ambition to “defend (vyrazno staty v 

oboronu)” the completeness of the national exitence, working to meet the 

requirements for the free and independent development of the Ukrainian nation 

(Sriblians’kyi 1909b: 64).

Sriblians’kyi’s and Khvyl’ovyi’s statements certainly suggest that 

Ukrainian modernism evolved as a form of cultural nationalism (cf. Hutchinson 

1992, 1994, 1999, 2000), opposing both the attitudes of the assimilated Ukrainian 

elites and the political nationalism of the Russian state. In principle, I propose that 

it developed as a movement that sought the nation’s moral ressurection by means 

of instilling West European democratic and liberal-humanist ideas while 

attempting to articulate the essential principles of a Ukrainian civil society. In this 

sense, Ukrainian modernism was a political project because its adherents fought 

for the recognition of national rights, arguing that these were fundamental social 

and political human rights, thereby demanding the acknowledgment o f Ukrainian 

nationality as an essential aspect of an independent democratic state-order (cf.
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Kapustians’kyi 1910: 466-75).1 Despite the fact that their interests were ‘veiled’ 

by the typical modernist ‘disinterested gaze’ (the art for art’s sake motto), it is 

apparent that their ambition was to valorize Ukrainian high culture as a factor in 

the pursuit of justice and autonomy while elaborating a critique of the existing 

social and political conditions, implicitly or explicitly urging for the 

democratization and liberalization of the Ukrainian society. Interesting in this 

regard is a letter sent to Drahomanov by A. Kryms’kyi on May 15, 1890. In this 

letter, the modernist writer complained: “How can you compel us to love those, 

who even in their liberalism do not consider us a nation? What kind of common 

action is possible here [...] How can and ought Ukrainians to join with Russians 

(moskaliamy) who are hostile toward them in order to win rights and freedoms 

(including, of course, national rights), without drowning in the ‘general Russian 

sea’?” (qt. in Shkandrij 2001, 199).

From this perspective then, Ukrainian modernist practices emerge as a 

locus of opposition to the Russian state (cf. Shkandrij’s similar interpretation, 

2001, 197-217). In my view, the belief that aesthetic autonomy was possible only 

in a self-determined and free society, i.e., a Ukrainian nation-state, informed the 

ideological position that incited the Ukrainian modernists’ quest for social 

prestige and their struggle to establish themselves as the superior cultural 

authority in the Ukrainian social space. Consequently, in the modernist 

“kul’turolohichnyi dyskurs” (Hundorova 1997, 32-74), I see at play a key tenet of 

modem liberalism, namely the understanding that “the political sphere [...] 

specifies the morality which characterizes the common life of the citizens” (cf. 

Nootens 1996, 245), a conviction that also dictated their engagement in 

ideological conflicts over the definition and articulation of a Ukrainian national 

ideal.

11 w i l l  c o n s id e r  th is  p articu lar  te x t  in  g rea ter  d e ta ils  later.
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As Nootens has argued, the common morality established via the political 

sphere is “not a mere modus vivendi: the principle norms and principles on which 

citizens agree play a motivational role, which depends on the conception of the 

citizen that defines the political ideal” (1996, 245). In addition, as she contends, 

this public moral position had to be declared from a disinterested perspective, that 

is, a perspective that did not represent the self-interests of any particular group 

(Nootens 1996, 246). In this respect, the aesthetic principle of ‘art for art’s sake’ 

was adopted in the Ukrainian modernist rhetoric as an appropriate strategy to 

disguise the national interests of the Ukrainian modernists, who aspired the 

creation of a national culture that would integrate all Ukrainians and establish a 

source of political power by providing the discursive means for imagining the 

sovereign Ukrainian nation-state.

A case in point is Sriblians’kyi’s abstract representation of the 

‘homeland,’ which suggests a different fashion of thinking about Ukraine and its 

people. In his article uNational ’nist i mystetstvo” (Nationality and Art), the 

aesthetization of the ‘homeland’ enforces identification with a symbolical domain 

that opened an ideal space for a complete and harmonious, primarily aesthetic 

experience of the nation: “Ukraine is a site of a certain combination of lines, 

treasures, forms, colors of the sky, reflections of water, rustling of fields, breadth 

of a resonanting steppe; it is a combination of such aesthetic impressions,
' j

influences, shapes, which create the Ukrainian nationality, spirit, worldview.” 

Ukrainian nationality accordingly was affirmed as an aesthetic and spritiual 

principle to bring the community of conationals together through the shared 

culture. Thus, the modernist legitimization of Art as an independent social 

institution served the “battle cry for inventing an entirely new image of 

Ukrainianness” (Ilnytzkyj 1994: 7). Respectively, the modernists envisioned Art

2
“Y K p am a - u e  M icp e  neB H oi KOMbHHaui'i J iim ft, cK ap6, cfiopM , KOJibopiB 

H e6a, B ifl6jinciciB  b o u h , iu yM y ra'iB, m npiiH H inyM H CTeniB - u e  K O M Sm auia TaKHX 
ecTeTHUHHX BpaaciH b, BnniBiB , 4>opM auift a it  TBopaTb yK pam cbK y H auioH ajibH icTb, 
uyx, C BiT orjiau” (1910c: 375).

110

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



as an ideal realm where the Ukrainian people could experience their desired 

solidarity.

As Kenneth Ferguson has argued, with the ‘politicizing’ of aesthetic

notions came also the realization that “what have traditionally been isolated

preferences are in fact highly dependent on the positioning of the social structures

that locate the individual. Aesthetic affiliations, displayed in taste, demonstrate

solidarity with a social group” (1996, 180). In this sense, the concept of Ukrainian

nation in the modernist discourses was implemented as a symbolic order where

the collective and the individual would ultimately blend. National identity,

respectively, was seen as an internalized collective behavior resulting from one’s

emotional response to, and identification with, the collective symbols.

Ukrainka’s letter to M. Pavlyk, dated May 10, 1903 provides interesting

evidence in this regard. Here the famous feminist writer confessed:

I found depressing your Umstand that I must disavow all politics. I'd like 
to know in more detail how am I supposed to do this? Do you really 
expect me to live in even greater silence in Galicia than in Ukraine? If 
so, this is a terrible sacrifice of one's soul. Perhaps, I'd be able to avoid 
this by not becoming a member of local parties because I don't have the 
talent for the former while the latter is of little interest to me. I think, that 
as a writer I am more useful if I take stands completely independently, 
even if I do it all alone. But there is no way I would be able to disavow 
all politics in literature or in my relationship to the centre not only 
because my convictions but also my temperament would not allow it.
Morally I cannot accept that the political chasm (historical, as Kulish 
called it) is a real chasm. As long as I cannot disavow the knowledge of 
Ukraine's absolute slavery, I cannot -  it is not in my strenghth -  to 
disavow that which I did not disavow under harsher circumstances. I 
would have to disavow my poems, my most sincere words because to 
speak them and to place them on paper -  while disavowing that which 
they call others to do -  would be shameful.

3
IIpHKHM 3uaBc.a M em  oflHH, BHCTaBJieHHH B * e  y  B a c  YMcmand, m o  a 

MycHJia 6  ’cKHHyTHCb BCBKoi nojiiTHKH.’ % x o T ijia  6  3HaTH flO K Jiafliiim e, h k  a  M aio  
c e  po3yM iTH? H e B * e ,  h t o  b rajiHHHHi a MaJia 6  m e  T u x u ie  j k h t h ,  H i *  Ha Y K p am i?  
K o j ih  T ax , t o  c e  C Tpaum a atepT B a a y rn i. 51 m e , M O * e , M orjia  6  He MimaTHCii a o  
o c o 6 h c to k >  a r iT a u ie io , He BCTynajia 6  b MJieiiH xpaeBHX n ap T ifi, 6  h o  o zm o ro  a He 
n o u y B a io  b c o 6 i  T ajiaH y, a  apyrH M  M ajio iH T ep ecy io cb , 6 o  ay M a io , m o , b k o  
jiiT ep aT op , a J iin m e  3 p o 6 jn o , k o j ih  BCTynaTHMy 30BciM  H e 3 a j ie * H o , x o h  H exaft i
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The essentially different dynamics of Ukrainian modernism then surfaces 

clearly. In the context of the specific social, political and cultural conditions that 

determined the formation of the Ukrainian nation and the development of 

Ukrainian national literature at the outset of the 20th century, it seems that the 

modernist process of literary use entailed also social and political processes that 

called for the articulation of a particular version of Ukrainian national identity. 

The Ukrainian modernists engaged not simply in creating a national high culture 

but, to put it in Greenfeld’s terms, in the promotion of an ‘elitist’ and ‘civic’ 

conception of the nation (1996b: 103-104, 107) that clearly supported the 

Ukrainian intelligentsia’s struggle for political self-determination. Here I would 

also like to cite Sarah Coarse, who insightfully observes that, “one of the central 

roles of a national literature [an by extension, national culture as well] is to assist 

the ‘construction’ and ‘invention’ of the nation. [...] The nation and its cultural 

expression in literature [and art] underlies, unifies, and makes meaningful the 

political formation o f the state” (1997, 22; italics mine). Considered in this light, 

Ukrainian modernism developed as a movement that tried to make meaningful the 

formation of a Ukrainian national state. In short, through the abstract and highly 

symbolical modem aesthetic the modernists campaigned for Ukrainian political 

freedom and self-determination.

It is not surprising then that the modernist positon was affirmed as a 

liberal (or at least liberalizing) position as well. The Ukrainian modernists 

themselves evaluated it as an explicitly rebellious and non-conformist social- 

cultural practice. As Sriblians’kyi admited:

ozihhoko. Ane cKHHyTHca ‘B c m o i  nojiiT H K n’ b JiiT epaT ype i  b M o ex  3H ocnH ax 3 
M eT p o n o jiie io  H im  H eM oacy, 6 o  He TijihKH n ep eK O iiam ia , a n e  TeM nepaM eH T M in T oro  
He no3BOJiae, a  me He ho3bojihc, 3H aeTe mo?zumi>KiB noBiT. . . .

M eH i MopajibHO hcmoxcjihbo npH3HaTH nojiiT H H iiy n p ip B y  ( ic T o p m m y , m  
Ka3aB K y jiirn ) 3a np ip B y  p ea jib H y , i  noKH He CKHHynaca c n o r a n y  n p o  aScojnoTHO  
H eBinbH y Y K p a m y , a He M oxcy, He CHJia M oa cKHHyTHca T o r o , u o r o  zioci He 
cKH Hyjiacb npH  ripniH X  yMOBax. T o n i T peba CKHHyracb M em  i  M o d  n oe3 i'i, moix 
HaftmnprnHX cjiiB , 6 o  bhmobjlhth i  CTaBHTH ix  Ha n a n e p i, CKHHyBiHHCb T o ro  f lij ia , Ha 
hkh bohh KJiHHyTb iH iu ax , MeHi 6 y n e  cop oM  (Ukrainka 1966,48-49).
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Modernism in Ukrainian criticism refers to that current of literary-social 
thought that appeared in Ukrains’ka khata. To a certain degree this is 
true. [It was] Modernism, but only in the sense of ‘newness,’ because 
khatianstvo never had anything to do with decadence in literature, nor 
with Modernism in religion. Our Modernism was a reappraisal o f the 
Ukrainian movement, and our relationship to Ukrainian history, a 
reappraisal of our relationship to our revolutionary contemporaries, who 
created the revolution of 1905, a reppraisal of our liberation ideology and 
the search for a new ideology of liberation (Sriblians’kyi 1955, qt. in 
Ilnytzkyj 1994: 5; emphasis in original).

From this perspective, the cultural production of Ukrainian modernists 

was used to construct national identity in an intricate way. On the one hand, it 

undid cultural identities, such as the all-Russian one promoted by the Russian 

imperial government, or the ‘demotic’ one, based on the folk tradition, and 

defended by the representatives of Ukrainian populism and Ukrainophilism, who 

saw the peasant population and its locally diverse cultural practices as the 

hallmarks of Ukrainian cultural distinctiveness. On the other hand, it produced 

and maintained cultural identities in opposition to Europe, for Ukrainian 

modernists were suspicious toward the uncritical adaptation of models coming 

from the West. Perhaps, one of the first and most interesting discourses 

communicating the Ukrainian modernist intelligentsia’s ambivalent attitude 

towards West European influences is Kobryns’ka’s article “Symvolizm v narodnii 

pisni” (Kobryns’ka 1958, 385-88). In this text, she appealed to Ukrainian writers 

not to look for ‘foreign gods’ when the Ukrainian folk culture provided such 

treasures. Kobryns’ka advised her compatriots not to wrench themselves away 

from their ‘roots,’ and escape into foreign worlds, to be aware not to lose the 

distinctive character of the national genius. By the same token, Ilnytzkyj's critical 

review of the editorial policy of Ukrains’ka khata suggests that Ukrainian 

modernists insisted on the creation of indigenuous modernist forms. The scholar 

acknowledges that “[a]lthough generally open-minded and cosmopolitan in their 

orientation, [...] [Ukrainian modernists] did stray from time to time into 

obscurantism when they [...] searched for the ‘real Ukrainian style’.” His 

conclusion is that “[i]n the process they exhibited suspicion and even antagonism
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toward ‘foreign’ things, especially when they were Russian, or radically formalist 

in nature” (Ilnytzkyj 1994: 15).

The Ukrainian modernist revolt then, in my view was motivated by the 

creative intelligentsia’s desire to undercut, as Shkandrij has proposed, both the 

“colonial discourse and the national counterdiscourse” (2001,198). In a sense, the 

modernists in Ukraine tried hard to define their own cultural program, and to 

outline their own vision of what the Ukrainian modem nation should be. The 

underlying premise was that a neighboring culture cannot serve this purpose, and 

as Ilnytzkyj writes, they aspired to preserve and cultivate “a high national 

culture,” one that will remain “authentically Ukrainian” in its nature, but also will 

fit the Western standards of literary and aesthetic excellence (1994: 13-15). As a 

result, they found themselves in a hard place, having to decide on the principles 

sustaining Ukrainian cultural originality. The anxiety over the ‘roots’ of the 

Ukrainian national culture clearly surfaced when the problem became a focal 

point of public discussions, social tensions and conflicts in the beginning of the 

20th century (e.g., the Modernist-Populist debate).

Pierre Bourdieu has drawn attention to the fact that the struggles to 

establish the autonomy of art, i.e., the formation of the literary field, cannot be 

analyzed independently but have to be considered in relation to the “field of 

power” (Bourdieu 1995, 60-61) as it had emerged in a particular historical 

location.4 In the light of his theory, I argue that the attempts of Ukrainian 

modernists to assert themselves as “fully fledged members of the world of art, and 

above all those who claim to occupy the dominant positions in it” (Bourdieu 

1995, 60-61) stemmed from the need which Bourdieu identifies as “a need to 

manifest their independence with respect to external powers, political or 

economic” (ibid.). More significantly, however, the modernists in Ukraine were 

driven by a conviction that the success of their revolt was determined by their

4 A more detailed definition of Bourdieu’s concept of the ‘field of power’ one 
can find in his work Language and Symbolic Power (1999, 171-202).
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ability to liberate themselves from the Russian cultural dominance on the one 

hand. On the other hand, in their view, achieving a high degree of autonomy also 

meant that they had to liberate themselves from the ‘oppression’ of the locally 

established cultural traditions. For this reason, the entanglement of political, 

social, cultural, and strictly literary interests specific to the Ukrainian modernist 

national program appears to be less surprising. In fact, I tend to think that it was 

crucial for the success of their project.

Moreover, I consider it important to place the modernist program properly 

within the complex network of social positions, and positions of power, which at 

the turn of the century collided in the Ukrainian social/cultural space. A glance at 

the history of Ukrainian political organizations reveals an interesting 

configuration of conflicting political and cultural positions. Many of the 

Ukrainian modernists became members of overtly political societies, and parties 

such as the Taras Brotherhood (Bratstvo Tarasivtsiv), founded in 1891 by Kyiv 

University students, or the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party, initiated in 1900 by 

young enthusiasts from Kharkiv University, who, as Magocsi states, “did not want 

to join the all-Russian revolutionary parties” (1996, 378). In 1905, the 

Revolutionary Ukrainian party changed its name to Ukrainian-Social Democratic 

Party. Volodymyr Vynnychenko, one of the most prominent modernist writers in 

Ukraine, was not only a member of the party, but also became a leading figure in 

the independent Ukrainian government during the short period of Ukrainian 

statehood between 1917-1920. Plainly put, the political space in Ukrainian lands 

at the turn of the century accommodated the following positions: “the national 

socialist, anational socialist, and nationalist political orientations” (Magosci 1996, 

379). In this context, Ukrainian modernists identified “Populism, Ukrainophilism, 

Little Russianism, and ethnographic tradition [i.e., the essentialized oral culture]” 

as “ ‘primitive’ ills that had to be destroyed” in order to build a modem Ukrainian 

national culture (Ilnytzkyj 1994: 11-12). Thus, I believe, it is safe to say that 

Ukrainian modernists were most active in promoting westernization and
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modernization in Ukrainian lands by attempting to enforce acceptance of the 

Ukrainian national identity, modem lifestyles, mentality, and aesthetic tastes.

3.2. Contested Identities: Re-inventing the Ukrainian ‘People’
One of the first “modernizing offensives” (cf. Wagner 1994, 20-25) conducted by 

the Ukrainian modernists was the rejection of ‘people’ (narod), a discursive 

construct of previous generations of intellectuals that identified the Ukrainian 

demos as a collective entity, the core of which constituted the Ukrainian 

peasantry. They focused on designing a national identity in resistance to versions 

developed by the previous generations of patriots who modeled Ukrainian 

national culture on the rudiments of the vernacular (folk) culture and, in sympathy 

with other groups, imagined a civic nation elsewhere. By contrast, the modernists 

aspired to create a culture that would transcend “the ethnic realities of the society 

by the civic principle of the political domain” (cf. Schnapper 1996, 233). Thus, 

they engaged in the creation of a national literature, and by extension culture, 

capable of integrating all citizens of the future Ukrainian state (polity). Interesting 

in this respect is the following statement by Kapustians’kyi, who acknowledged 

that national culture was “the cement” that would hold Ukrainian society together 

by ensuring the dissemination of elite culture to the masses.5 According to this 

Ukrainian intellectual, the national idea obliterated class distinctions and social 

differences because it was “the permanent embodiment of those cultural- 

democratic ideals that all of humanity aspired to.”6 As noted previously, 

Sriblians’kyi also expressed similar ideas, insistently articulating the need for 

achieving the completeness of national existence through the creation of a 

national high culture. In his article “Pro Domo Sua” the critic plainly stated:

5 “ cK pinJiaioH iM  ueMeHTOM, thm moctom, n o  KOTopoMy K y n tT y p a  noBHHHa 
n e p e ir r n  ot 6ypotcya3ii do napoda, i  cram  TaKHM hhhom cnijibHHM  cx a p 6 o M  flJia  
y c ix  BepcTB cycnijibC T B a” (Kapustians’kyi 1909: 384-6).

6 “[...] nOCTiHHHM [...] BTijiefflLHM THX KyjIbTypHO-fleMOKpaTHHHHX 3aBflamB
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“Natsionalizm musyt’ buty universal’nym, a ne klasovym’'’ (Nationalism must be 

universal and not based on class distinctions). Therefore, he demanded that 

realism and naturalism be abandoned as ineffective artistic methods to convey the 

profoundness and wholeness of the national experience (Sriblians’kyi 1909d: 

421).

Within this interpretative framework, the modernists criticized the 

romantic as well as the populist-realist understanding of the concept of nation 

because they saw it as collectivistic and reductive. It built the ‘image’ of the 

nation as “a collective individual, endowed with a will and interests of its own, 

which are independent of and take priority over the wills and interests of human 

individuals who compose the nation” (cf. Greenfeld, 1996a: 104; Franko 1900, 

199-200). Consequently, they reacted negatively to the populist cultural program, 

elaborated on the premises of European Enlightenment ideas for mass education, 

social equality, and political freedom, which pursued the creation of a democratic 

mass culture (prostonarodna, ‘culture for the regular people’) to express the 

unique social-historical experiences of Ukrainian people. To illustrate this point, 

let me cite here Ukrainka, who criticized Franko’s ideological stand because, in 

her view, his ultimate goal was the popularization of the national ideal among the 

Ukrainian peasantry. She stressed that he interpreted “the term [nation] not in its 

European but in its populist sense: ‘peasants’ ” (Ukrainka 1977, 21).

Clearly, for the modernists this was a very limited and already outdated 

objective. Consequently, in their view the populist-realist politics of culture failed 

to produce adequate and effective institutions of nation building and nation- 

signification. They rejected the populist conceptual model of the nation associated 

with it, because it operated in a regional rather than a global (predominantly 

Eurocentric) geopolitical frame, attempting to assert a Ukrainian presence within 

the Russian cultural and political space. The ‘high’ Ukrainian literature, and by 

extension culture, which the modernists in Ukraine proposed to create was a

a o  K O T O pnx n p o c T y e  JiioaidcTb” (Kapustians’kyi 1909: 384-6).
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necessity, which they felt was dictated by the need for establishing the Ukrainian 

nation as a partner in the international exchange of symbolic goods. Operating in 

opposition to the imperial political nationalist discourse, the modernists acutely 

felt their ‘statelessness’ as a condition that they had to overpower by offering a 

space where the unity and singularity (uniqueness) of the Ukrainian nation could 

be experienced freely. This motivated their desire to participate in the Ukrainian 

political life.

The shift in perspective from local to global was an important change that

the modernists introduced in Ukraine. Interestingly, their position resonated with

the imaginings of Mykola Mikhnovs’kyi considered by many to be the “father” of

Ukrainian political nationalism (Kas’ianov 1993, 101). In my view, Mikhnovs’kyi

voiced clearly the new ideological framework that instigated the political

orientation of Ukrainian progressive intelligentsia. In his booklet An Independent

Ukraine, published in 1900, he wrote:

[...] it must be recognized that whenever any nation desires to attain 
independent and sovereign statehood, it can do so only when 
acknowledged on the basis of international relations.
When it is recognized that the unhampered development o f an individual 
is possible only in a state whose goal is the cultivation of individuality, 
then it will become quite obvious that state sovereignty is the main 
determinant o f the existence of a nation and the national ideal is 
realizable only within the sphere of international recognition (202; 
italics mine).7

A few of Petro Karmans’kyi’s comments also reveal the Ukrainian 

modernists’ different international orientation. His confessions underscore the 

symbolical function of Europe as an embodiment of progress and high cultural 

standards, as well as a resource for disrupting the Ukrainian traditional societal 

order and invigorating Ukrainian belles lettres. “We felt that Europe was racing 

forward, whereas we, Galicians, were sitting rock-solid on the granite foundations 

of a traditional conservative way of life, cheap patriotism and primitivism! We

n

Page citations refer to the abridged English translation in Lindheim and Luckyj
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were no longer enthused by noble phrases trivialized by daily use: ‘Work alone

will free us from slavery!’ and ‘Acquire knowledge my brothers, think, read!’ ”8

Karmans’kyi admitted that the poetry and prose created by the early modernists

(the authors, who formed the circle Moloda muza in 1906) was a reaction to the

social stagnation, caused by the national indifference and failure of the Ukrainian

conservative intellectuals to acknowledge the necessity for changes:

W e  w e r e  e n g u lfe d  in  o u r  n a tiv e  w o r ld  up  to  o u r  v e r y  ears b u t f e l t  m o re  
k e e n ly  th an  o th ers our i l ln e s s  and  su ffe r e d  b e c a u s e  o f  it. W e  w e r e  irate.
N o  w o n d e r  th a t w e  lo n g in g ly  tu rn ed  ou r g a z e  to  th e  W e s t  and  th at so m e  
o f  u s , lik e  a  d ro w n in g  p erso n , stre tch ed  ou r h a n d s o u t to  th e  p o e try  o f  
“Y o u n g  P o la n d ,” w h ic h  w a s  reh a b ilita ted  an d  c le a n s e d  from  fa ls e  
r o m a n tic ism . [S u c h  g e stu res] e s tra n g ed  u s  e v e n  m o re  fro m  th e  g en era l 
p u b lic , w h ic h  su ffered  fro m  h y p erth ro p h y  o f  p r o v in c ia l p a tr io tism , [w a s]  
d e v o te d  to  a  c u lt  o f  ‘sa in ts ,’ em b ro id ered  sh ir ts , and  fa ls e  p a th o s , [w a s]  

is o la te d  fro m  th e  cu ltu red  w o r ld  an d  sp e c u la te d  at th e  p a tr io tic  bazaar.

The point is that, although the comparisons with Europe were not a newly 

introduced mobilization strategy, for as I have already noted Drahomanov too 

operated from an Eurocentric perspective, the differences between his and the 

modernist position is clear. Ukrainian modernists refused to see Russia as the 

mediator in their cultural exchange with the West, turning their gaze directly to 

Europe in search of blueprints for Ukrainian society’s modernization. The effect

1996, 201-215.
o

“ [ . . . ]  B izm yB ajin , uro E B p on a  xceH eT b ca  B n ep en , T on i, a x  m h , rajiHH aiiH, 
cHflHMO cx a M ’a n iJ ii Ha rpamTHHX ocHOBax Tpazm uiH Hoi no6yTOBLUHHH, 
‘HeHbKOBaTOCTH,’ npHMiTHBi3My [ . . . ]  H a c  y a c e  He 3axon jnoB ajiH  CTpHBiajii30Bam  
mozieHHHM yxcHTKOM xaHO Hhm i K pH Jiaii cf>pa3H: ‘n p a p a  eflHHa 3 HeBOJii Hac BHpBe’ 
[ . . . ]  ‘i  y n iT e c a , 6paTTH Mo'i, n y M a ifre , H H T aifre!’ ”  (K a rm a n s’k y i 1 9 3 6 , 114) .

9 “ [ . . . ]  n o  caM i Biixa crpHM ijiH b HarnoM y pizm oM y cB fr i i  TijibKH 
CHJibHime 3 a r a jiy  BizmyBajiH H am y X B opoby, i  b o j i ijm  3 p b o r o  npnBozzy. I 6 y j in  
03Jio6jieH i. I l f o  nc flHBHoro, m o  mh T yacu o  3BepTajiH n o r jia zm  Ha 3ax izr  i  m o  
n ex T o  3 H ac, mob noTonaioH H H , BHTaraB p y x n  n o  ohobjichoi i  OHHiueHoi 3 
4>ajibHiHBoro naTpioTH H H oro poMaHTH3My n oe3i'i ’M ojio flo 'i n o j ib m n ’? [ . . . ]  m e  
6ij ib in e  BifluiTO BxyBajm  B in  Hac 3 a r a /i , m o  xopyB aB  r in ep T p o< p ie io  
3aryM iHKOBoro naTpioTH 3M y, b a x o M y  [ . . . ]  n oxyT yB aB  a y x  [ . . . ]  x y jib T y  ’cbhthx’ 
BHUiHBaniix c o p o u o x , i  n e m n p o r o  n a T o cy  [ . . . ]  BiflCTajiicTb Bin xyjibT H pH oro  
CBiTy i c n e x y j ia n i io  Ha naTpioraH H O M y 6 a 3 a p i” (K a rm a n s’k y i 1 9 3 6 , 1 1 4 - 11 5 ) .

119

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



of this semantic shift in fin-de-siecle Ukraine was analogous to a mental 

revolution.

From this point of view, the modernist position developed on the premises

of what Nootens has defined as “rooted cosmopolitanism” (1996, 612), a position

that directly challenged the existing social order by recognizing the significance

of nationality not as an ethnic but as a cultural-political category. I think that

OF ha Kobylians’ka’s life and work offer a prime example of this phenomenon.

Educated in a German-speaking environment, she made an effort to learn

Ukrainian, and published in this language her experimental literary prose. Her

choice reveals the new mode of conceptualizing Ukrainian culture and identity, a

mode that represented “not simply an historic shift in style and sensibility (i.e.,

from Realism to Modernism), but a total realignment of Ukrainian culture along

European lines” (Ilnytzkyj 1994: 7). In this sense, it is interesting to note that

Kobylians’ka sustained her interest in Ukrainian folklore throughout her life. As

she confessed in her 1903 autobiography, under the influence of Petko Iu.

Todorov (1879-1916),10

I wanted to abandon the old path of literary modernism [...] and turn 
onto [Todorov’s] path, which seemed to me the proper and only path for 
preserving the true art and poetry of the folk, the folk character, 
unchanged by hyper-culture, but conveyed solely through the prism of 
fresh talent, like folk poetry dressed in melodies, for the whole world to 
admire its folk treasures, heretofore barely noticed (qt. in Tamawsky 
2001, vi; italics mine).

Essentially, what Kobylians’ka’s life and work symbolize is the effort of 

the Ukrainian modernist intelligentsia to Europeanize and modernize their culture 

through “the integration of European values into Ukrainian spiritual life” 

(Pavlychko 1996, 85). Ukrainka’s culture-building program, in my view, pursued 

a similar objective. Like Pavlychko, I read her writings as a plea for “the 

Europeanization of Ukrainian culture” (1996, 85). It seems that for both Ukrainka

10 Todorov was one of the first Bulgarain modernists. He is famous for his 
modernist re-interpretations of Bulgarian folk motifs and themes.
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and Kobylians’ka, the notion of Europeanization represented the desired social 

order that secured the Ukrainian nation’s free and democratic development and 

allowed one to choose to belong to the Ukrainian nation rather than to be ‘bom’ 

into it. To a certain degree then, the notion of Europeanization for the Ukrainian 

modernists signified an ideal that stimulated the introduction of a different set of 

national identifying markers, namely the civic criteria of national membership 

reinforcing a willful attachment to the nation based on one’s recognition of the 

value of his or her cultural belonging.

Greenfeld has pointed out that “the civic criteria of national membership 

acknowledge the freedom of the individual members, which the collectivistic 

definition of the nation denies” (1996a: 104-105). The modernist articulation of 

the Ukrainian nation, in this regard, presents an intriguing amalgam of both civic 

and ethnic criteria, ultimately seeking a resolution of the modernist intelligentsia’s 

dilemma to assert itself as the modernizing cultural elite of an oppressed, 

stateless, divided and socially underdeveloped people. Tovkachevs’kyi’s 

“Pryiateli i vorohy narodu” (Friends and Enemies of the People) is a case in 

point. In this text, the modernist critic wrote: “There is something greater than the 

Ukrainian people, namely, ukrainstvo. [...] [We must] preserve our existence as a 

cultural-national complex. We can be a modern nation through culture, not 

through [...] ethnographic characteristics, not through our common roots, not 

through our common traditions” (1913: 129, 130; qt. in Ilnytzkyj 1994: 13; italics 

mine).

The dilemma faced by the Ukrainian modernists manifested itself in their 

anxiety and intolerance with respect to earlier definitions of national identity and 

culture. The modernists saw these as inadequate for meeting the need of pursuing 

Ukrainian nation’s cultural and political self-determination, and above all its 

international recognition. Thus, I believe that, for example, Sriblians’kyi’s 

antipopulism, and more specifically, his biting criticism of the populist 

articulation of the Ukrainian nation, elaborated in articles such as “Nova era”
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(New era, 1911b), “Apoteoza prymitivnoi kul’tury” (Apotheosis of Primitive 

Culture, 1912a), and “Z hromads’koho zhyttia” (From the social Life, 1913) in 

fact argued for the construction of the Ukrainian nation as a civil and cultured 

society rather than an ethnographically defined and historically continuous 

genealogical community. At the same time, as Kobylians’ka’s concerns indicate, 

some modernist writers felt intensely the unfeasibility of ‘abandoning’ the 

‘peasant roots,’ thus being entrapped in a deeply conflictual situation.

In this sense, the modernists carried on political claims concerned not with 

descent but based on a cultural-political principle (national high culture) that 

appealed to “the empathic understanding of impartiality emphasizing that many 

people do strongly value their cultural belonging, not only because it provides 

them with meaningful options about how to lead their lives, but because they 

value the sense of a shared identity” (cf. Nootens 1996, 255). As a result, one of 

the most pressing questions the Ukrainian modernists had to address was to 

provide the imaginary space for the articulation of ‘shared national experiences,’ 

i.e., to create the common national culture that would make possible for the large 

and diverse Ukrainian-speaking population to experience its solidarity despite the 

fact that most members of the nation would never meet one another (cf. Jusdanis 

2001, 29). This meant that Ukrainian modernists had to re-create the national 

master-narratives that would imbue the national identity with “such an aura of 

factuality that it [appeared] to be real unquestionable, and an intrinsic element o f  

personal identity” (cf. Geerz, qt. in Foster 1991, 237; italics mine). Sriblians’kyi’s 

statement that Ukrainian nationality, “in its social, ethical, and aesthetic content 

creates a vast life world [allowing one] to experience satisfaction and 

completeness in her individual existence” is typical in this sense. Moreover, as the 

critic acknowledged, “In this new world [national culture] [...] we also detect the 

manifestation of those inner desires that require the individualization of all life.”11

11 “3 fi COUiaJIbHHMH, eTHHHHM, eCTeTHHHHM 3MiCT0M TBOpiTb BeJIHHe3HHH 
CBiT xchttji, m o 6  BiznyBaTH HeoSxHflHy noBHOTy i 3aaoBOJieHicTb cboim
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In this way, he spelled out the principle of individualism as the foundation of the 

national culture-building project.

The Ukrainian modernists felt compelled to re-establish the national 

token-symbols of public culture, and above all, to promote the self-image of 

Ukrainians as a modem nation, affirming the place of a non-existent national state 

in the sphere of international relations. Unlike the Greeks, however, the 

Ukrainians did not possess an illustrious past, a history, which the European 

nations themselves sought to acknowledge as a constitutive part of their cultural 

heritage. In this respect, the Ukrainians were deprived of a chance to inscribe their 

national identity in “the identity formations of superpowers” (cf. Jusdanis 1991, 

14), thus compelling Europe to acknowledge their struggle for national self- 

determination. They, like the Bulgarians, and other people from ‘the margins,’ 

had to look for different options. Ultimately, as I will try to show later, they saw 

the proposed Europeanization of their society and the creation of a high national 

culture that endorsed the moral, political, social, and aesthetic values of the 

Ukrainian intelligentsia as a means to promote Ukrainian national identity and to 

gain international recognition and prestige.

In my view, the shift from establishing the Volk /peasant as the bearer of 

cultural values to affirming the intelligentsia as such was an outcome of the 

progress of capitalist development and utilization of European liberal-democratic 

ideas. Through the writings of the modernists, especially the early modernists, the 

values of the intelligentsia were acknowledged as the core values of society, and 

respectively of the nation. As Kas’ianov points out, the image of the intelligent, as 

it was negotiated in the Ukrainian historical space at the turn of the century, 

rendered a highly educated (cultured) and refined individual, an artistic genius, 

the creator of ethical and spiritual values who embedded in herself the culture of

icTHyBaHKHM. B TaxiM HOBiM CBiTi, b HOBift ccpepi mh 6auHMO npoaB Toro 3MaraHHH 
BHyTpiuiHboi flyini jnoacbxoi, axe Bene Bee xunre no inaiBHflyajii3auii [...]” 
(Sriblians’kyi 1910c: 738).
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her society and all that this society represented (1993, 21). Typical in this sense is 

Ukrainka’s response to Franko’s article “Z kintsem roku” (The End of the Year, 

1896). In her discourse, the modernist writer criticized Franko’s national-cultural 

program as too limiting and ineffective (Ukrainka 1977, 21-22). Renouncing his 

exclusive focus on the peasantry, she argued: “If in Galicia the peasantry is our 

target group, here in Ukraine we have to first create an intelligentsia. We have to 

return to the nation its ‘brain.’ If that does not happen, there is no one to work 

with. Then, together with [Western Ukrainians] we have to obtain those rights
19[and freedoms] that the Galicians have gained by means of foreign help.”

Essentially, the values of the Ukrainian modernist intelligentsia were 

defined in reference to the new European humanitarian agenda of individualism, 

political autonomy and civil rights, as well as the Western idea of ‘art for art’s 

sake’ (chyste mystetstvo) that provided those Ukrainian writers, who were 

interested in aesthetic experimentation with creative culture building incentives, 

thus also revealing their deep devotion to the Ukrainian national art and culture. 

Sriblians’kyi, for example, in a number of articles (cf. 1912a, 1912b, 1913) urged 

his compatriots to participate in the nation’s cultural and artistic life: “Everyone 

who desires to live and create must [...] come out into the fresh air of action, 

movement, work and individual creativity in the name of complexity, broad 

ambition; [they] must struggle in the hearth o f  ambiguity in the name o f  a 

mysterious, deep blue superiority” (1912b: 361; qt. in Ilnytzkyj 1994: 12). This is 

exemplified also by Ukrainka’s comments regarding the German influences on 

Kobylians’ka’s life and work. In a letter to Kobylians’ka (March 20, 1899), 

Ukrainka acclaimed: “When you came to Ukraine with your German background, 

you made a willful choice, knowing where and why do you go, and now there is

12
“K o n i  b  T ajiH H H H i rojiOBiiiniHH rpyH T flj ia  paflHKajibHo'i p o 6 o r a  -  ce jim iH , 

t o  y Hac, Ha Y K p a m i n e p m  y c b o r o  T p e6a  3flo6yTH  c o 6 i  iH T eJiireH uiio , eepnym u n a f i i  
it ‘m o 3 o k  -  a6 o  ue 6 yn o  m ax, w,o e  nad h u m  podum u, m a ueMa KOMy, -  a  noTHM  
BKyni 3 cyciaaM H  3flo6yTH Ti npaB a, m i  TajiHHHHi naBHO Bxce 3 iio 6 y T i uyacHMH  
pyxaM H ” (Ukrainka 1 9 7 7 , 2 2 ; ita lic s  m in e ).
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t ̂no fear that you will [disown you Ukrainianness].” Again, in a letter sent to M. 

Pavlyk (June 6, 1899), Ukrainka recognized the importance of Kobylians’ka’s 

European education for the development of her Ukrainian national identity. 

“Germany,” she wrote, “did not destroy Kobylians’ka, but saved her by opening 

her mind to the wider European world. [German culture] [...], while cultivating 

[Kobylians’ka’s] mind, also prepared her for an intelligent and conscientious 

service to the native land. [...].”14 Thus, the modernist national ideology 

(intelihents’kyi natsionalism; Kas’ianov 1993, 98) materialized as “a patriotism, 

in which the promotion of one’s own nation coincided with the promotion of 

universal human ideals” (cf. Van de Putte 1996, 164). Above all, the Ukrainian 

modernists promoted the ideal of the free, creative individual. Respectively, the 

cult of aesthetism became a strategy of distinction that set them apart from their 

predecessors and current opponents, allowing them to campaign for 

individualism, nationalism, and the radical modernization of their society.

From what has been said, it is clear that I conceptualize the aesthetization 

of Ukrainian culture as an attempt to solve a number of cultural-political and 

national antinomies in the Ukrainian social space. As Jusdanis has argued for 

Greek nationalism, the aesthetization of social practices was also the “ultimate 

goal [...] of the project of statism [nationalism]: the maintenance of national unity 

through a network of linked experiences [...] ” (1991, 93). Moreover, as this 

scholar claims, the very concept of Greekness (and I relate this to the concept of 

Ukrainianness as well) “is aesthetic because it promised unification of differences 

[...] in this imaginary sphere” (Jusdanis 1991, 93-94). “The supposedly common 

response to beauty is but one experience linking the subjects to one another”

13 “[ . . . ]  K ojih bh 3 HiM eubKoi iiikojih npHHiHJiH Ha y x p a m y ,  to npH H injm  
CBiflOMO, 3HaioHH, R y a n  i  n a B im o , OTHte, T en ep  HeMa CTpaxn m o  B h  noKHHeTe l i” 
(1966, 128).

14 “He 3ry6HJia, a BHpjnyBajia KoSHJiaiictKy HiMennHHa, noxa3aJia in 
HIHpiHHH eBponeftebKHH CBiT, HaBHHJia JieKCHKH, [.. .] a P03BHBUIH li p03yM, THM 
caMHM BHXOBajia hjih CBiflOMOi i po3yMHo'i cjiyxbH  pizmoMy xpaio [ . . . ]” (Ukrainka
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(Jusdanis 1991, 94). Accordingly, the institution of autonomous art and literature 

in the eyes of Ukrainian modernists proved capable of engendering a realm of 

shared values, a realm where the Ukrainian nation could experience its solidarity 

and singularity.

3.3. Constructing the Modernist National Canon
Ukrainian modernists appeared at a time when national sentiments thrived. The 

work of the romantics and, above all, the mass educational practices of the 

populists bolstered the cultivation of national sentiments and the idea of an 

independent Ukrainian state was no longer an abstract and foreign concept. 

Ukrainka’s unfinished article “Derzhavnyi lad ’ (State Order, 1898; Ukrainka 

1977, 215-233) provides evidence of this. Her text clearly communicates 

modernist political concerns and ideals. Here the prominent writer addressed the 

issue of statehood, proposing that the most liberating state order was democracy 

because it guaranteed the exercise of one’s free will as embodied in the collective 

political will and lawful state governance. According to her, the fundamental 

objective of the democratic state was to recognize and protect one’s human, civil 

and national rights. However, Ukrainian national sentiments were not unified at 

that time and a national myth15 to express the political ambitions of the emerging 

nation was just beginning to be conceived. In this sense, the work of 

Drahomanov, Kulish, and other earlier patriots in creating a national identity 

along the lines of Shevchenko’s mythical symbolism was not so much contested 

but adopted and adjusted to the needs of the changing social and psychological 

circumstances. A case in point is Kotsiubyns’kyi’s letter, sent to the City Council 

of Poltava (miska dumka) in 1903. In his discourse, the eminent Ukrainian

1966,129).
15 The nationalist myth, according to Haas, represents “those ideas, values, and 

symbols that most citizens [or citizens to be] accept despite their being divided into 
competing ideological camps. The myth represents the overlap among ideologies” (1997, 
43).
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modernist paid tribute to Ivan Kotliarevs’kyi, and construed the writer as a 

cultural ‘hero’ and a national symbol that powerfully exemplified the patriotic 

attachment to the Ukrainian land, people, and culture (Kotsiubyns’kyi 1974, 336).

The formation of the political circle “Brotherhood Tarasivtsiv” (Bratstvo 

tarasivtsiv) in Kharkhiv in the early 1890s also exemplified the process of 

revising the old canon of national heroes in an attempt to establish a different 

hierarchy of values and endorse the formation of a common Ukrainian high 

culture. The act of taking membership vows on Shevchenko’s grave, if  we are to 

believe Kas’ianov’s evidence, was an explicit and deliberate act of 

acknowledgement and acceptance of the symbolic-historical legacy represented 

by Shevchenko as the national poet and mythmaker (Kas’ianov 1993, 98). As 

Kas’ianov points out, after the disbandment of the organization, its members 

founded the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party, out of which in 1901-1902 branched 

the National Ukrainian Party. Under the leadership of Mikhnovs’kyi this party put 

the watchword for political independence as central of its program. Its formation 

thus marked the birth of Ukrainian political nationalism (Kas’ianov 1993, 102). It 

is interesting to note here Mikhnovs’kyi’s unequivocal identification with 

Shevchenko as a national symbol. In his brochure An Independent Ukraine he 

wrote: “Contemporary Young Ukraine considers itself the direct heir of 

Shevchenko. Its traditions go back to Mazepa, Khmel’nytskyi and King Danylo, 

passing over the Ukrainophiles” (Mikhnovs’kyi 1900, 212-213).

More significantly, Sriblians’kyi, while arguing against the cult of 

Shevchenko, pointed to the fact that previous generations of intellectuals have 

misinterpreted the national poet’s political message. On these grounds, he 

attempted a revision of Shevchenko’s life and work in order to acknowledge the 

poet’s incontestable status as a unifying national symbol. To him, it was important 

to affirm the national poet as a member of an elite Ukrainian culture. Thus, 

Sriblians’kyi’s “adaptive preference formation” (cf. Geuss 2001, 25) was 

expressed in resistance to the ‘appropriation’ of Shevchenko’s image by previous
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generations (i.e., both the romantics and the realists-populists). He appraised 

Shevchenko’s uniqueness and integrity, reflected in the national poet’s well- 

defined system of values, among which patriotism was the most vital. The 

Ukrainian critic defined Shevchenko as a dreamer and a prophet who was able to 

foresee the political future of the Ukrainian nation. Sriblians’kyi emphasized the 

poet’s Promethean spirit and elitist position in relation to the ‘mob’ (iurba; 1910b: 

204; cf. also 1909d: 420). In this manner, the modernist critic undermined the 

established perception of Shevchenko as the poet of ‘the people’ (cf. Kostomarov 

1881 [1996], 220), simultaneously discarding the concept of national identity 

associated with it.

Worthy of note here is that Ukrainian modernists often used the 

contestation of Shevchenko’s legacy and poetic authority as a strategy of 

distinction by means of which they asserted their departure from the previous 

literary traditions. It is not surprising that Ukrainian Futurists, led my M. 

Semenko, also announced their revolutionizing aesthetics by ridiculing 

Shevchenko’s idolization, and denouncing his cult (cf. Ilnytzkyj 1997, 17-18). 

Semenko’s criticism of the cult resonated with earlier pronouncements, including 

Ievshan’s, Tovkachevs’kyi’s and Sriblians’kyi’s sarcastic comments, which 

attempted “to divest [the national poet] of his absolute social, national and poetic 

authority” (Ilnytzkyj 1997, 17). Ironically, however, this criticism also was used 

to challenge and undermine the authority of the modernists as the ultimate 

modernizers, for Semenko and others in 1914 claimed their art to be the most 

revolutionizing, and innovative aesthetic cry of modem Ukrainian culture (cf. 

Ilnytzkyj 1997, 18-27).

Inspired by Jusdanis’ ideas, I view this struggle as a manifestation of 

Ukrainian intellectuals’ desire to canonize contemporary aesthetic practices in 

their national culture. On the basis of Bourdieu’s theory of disctinction, Jusdanis, 

for instance, argues that the national literary canon is a “category of distinction, 

useful in maintaining social and cultural exclusion” (1991, 65). According to this
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scholar, “The legitimation of certain modes of reading and the canonization of 

priviledged texts are related to the manner by which status is assigned, advantages 

in social selection ascribed, and social stratification preserved. By reading 

canonical texts individuals separate their taste from popular taste, thereby lending 

superior value to their own social position” (Jusdanis 1991, 65). Thus, I argue that 

the struggles to revise and redefine the Ukrainian literary canon, and moreover, 

the desire of each artistic trend to establish its version as the most essential part of 

the emerging national culture, show the growing power of the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia. This power was used to exert control over the formation of a high 

national culture, which as Bourdieu has stressed, required the accumulation of 

cultural capital, i.e., the acquisition of modes of aesthetic appreciation, manners, 

tastes, preferences and interpretive skills (in other words, knowledge) that gives 

one competence and access to the products of high culture (cf. Bourdieu 1984, 

466).

In my view, the significance of Sriblians’kyi’s discourse on Shevchenko is 

twofold. On the one hand, the text contributed to the formation of the modernist 

literary canon, which affirmed the prestige and status of the Ukrainian artistic 

intelligentsia. On the other hand, it communicated the critic’s desire to engage in 

the making of cultural citizens of an impending sovereign state, for he urged all 

patriotically mindful individuals, regardless of political or class or other social 

interests, to recognize the need to identify and internalize the values encoded in 

Shevchenko’s life and poetry. In Sriblians’kyi’s view, these described actual 

experiences of psychologically beneficial identification (i.e., identification that 

led to the enhancement of Ukrainian identity and resulted in individual 

psychological security) with the imminent Ukrainian polity (cf. Bloom 1990, 61).

As Bloom has argued, for a successful identification to be made, it is 

necessary that national symbols be “appropriate as a mode of behavior and 

attitude for a particular and real experiences” (1990, 51). In the Ukrainian 

historical space there was hardly a more popular and ‘appropriate’ persona than
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Shevchenko is to be invented as a national symbol in order to create a sense of 

national identity for all diverse social strata. Perhaps, this is why Sriblians’kyi 

asserted: “Shevchenka liubyt’ ne til’ky narod, ale ipany” (Both the people and the 

elite love Shevchenko; 1910b: 204). Apparently, the ideologue of Ukrainian 

modernism realized that the poet was already a constituent of the national myth 

and he had no other choice but to ‘manipulate’ the image in favor of his 

(modernist) political rationale. In this sense, I agree with Ilnytzkyj, who notes that 

“Sriblians’kyi and Ievshan never condemned the idea of the cult itself: they 

objected primarily against its ‘Ukrainophile’ character. Sriblians’kyi proved on 

several occasions that he was willing to defend the cult when it unequivocally 

served the Ukrainian national cause” (1997, 20; see also footnote 15).

I emphasize this second aspect of Ukrainian modernist attempts to revise 

and redefine the literary canon and pantheon of cultural heroes because, in my 

view, it expressed the desire to offer a competing version of national identity. 

This is what I think underpinned Sriblians’kyi’s relentless antipopulism, and 

inspired him to engage in the ‘battle’ for canon formation. The purpose of his 

semantic reappropriation of Shevchenko that rendered the poet a part of the 

Ukrainian intellectual elite was to propose, in opposition to the official nationalist 

discourse of the Russian state, and the Ukrainian populist counterdiscourse, a 

coalescent emblematic personality that offered a persuasive model of behavior 

and civilized conduct for people who soon would be subjects of an independent 

Ukrainian national state. For the same reason, I think he also introduced the 

difference between high culture (modernism) and low culture (realism, populism) 

in cultural-political rather than strictly aesthetic terms.

Such unconcealed appropriation and re-interpretation by modernist 

national ideologues of literary figures like Kulish (cf. Sriblians’kyi 1909c), 

Shevchenko and others surely signals that the Modernist-Realist debate in 

Ukraine was above all a cultural-political dispute that could be characterized as a 

conflict over the symbols of national identity. For example, Sriblians’kyi’s
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aesthetic definition of the nation betrays close similarities to one of Kulish’s 

earlier pronouncements, where the romantic writer idealized the Ukrainian nation 

and national identity. In one of his articles, Kulish identified the experience of 

Ukrainianness in Kvitka-Osnovianenko’s stories’ as music: “You hear as if music 

touches your heart and tunes it on a higher note, so that you feel free from earthly 

concerns, flying into a realm of pure spirituality, compelled by the words of the 

poet. We enter his paradise, without noticing the path or the door ... and we feel 

that indeed heaven exists on earth.”16 Not surprisingly, the modernists adored 

Kulish, for as Muchin stresses, the notion of aesthetic harmony was pivotal in his 

nationalist ideology (Muchin 1987, 54).

The process of constructing the modernist literary canon in Ukraine had 

broader social-political goals. As Jusdanis has suggested about the Greek 

nationalist project, the formation of the national literary canon ensures not simply 

“the preservation of prestige and allocation of cultural resources” but above all the 

valorization of Modernism as a national ideology to “indoctrinate the nation into 

its values,” clearly engaging the production of patriots (1991, 66). From this 

perspective, it is not surprising that in fin-de-siecle Ukraine the notion of ‘people’ 

(narod) together with the concept of culture became the most contested 

categories. Both the modernists and the realists-populists faced a contradiction 

that neither of the opposing positions could resolve. This was the issue of ‘rooted

ness:’ what constituted the core of Ukrainian national identity and what narratives 

best represented it. The modernists discovered the ‘roots’ in the national high 

culture. The populists argued the value of ‘re-invented’ mass (folk) culture, 

asserting its closeness to thriving Ukrainian vernacular practices.

16 « ...nyem nyrneio, Hane macb My3HKa nponmjia tooi uepe3 nyrny l
HacTpo'ijia i'i Ha bhiuhh, Ha HKHHCb Jiaa, -  m o 3hhbch 6 h on 3eMJii i nonHHyBaB 6h

rojiybHHHMH KpiuiaMH onnouHBaTH on 3eMHHx Myx TaM, ue HHCTi nyrni, [...]
BJiaaHHHX penefl noeTa, 3aftmjiH mh b ftoro pan, He cnocTepirm n, hkoio cTeacKOio,
.hkhmh HBepHMa, -  i 3flajiocb HaM, m o cnpaBm pan Ha 3eMJii 6yBae [ . . .]” (qt. in
Muchin 1987, 58).
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3.4. Modernizing the Tradition:

The Elitist Model of Ukrainian National Identity
The specific historical conditions in fln-de-siecle Ukraine stimulated the 

modernist social imagination to produce a concept of national culture and national 

identity that emphasized the individual experience of the nation. Unlike the 

Bulgarians, the Ukrainian modernists operated without the protection and 

legitimating power of a Ukrainian nation-state thereby facing a difficult 

predicament: to negotiate a version of national identity that would successfully 

combine the political and the cultural principle, thus securing the originality and 

cohesiveness of their nation. Their solution was to formulate Ukrainianness as a 

moral and spiritual principle embodied in the high national culture they labored to 

create. As a result, modernist ideologues articulated a notion of culture that was 

explicitly aesthetic and tightly associated with the establishment of a sovereign 

Ukrainian state. In Ievshan’s words, this “aesthetic culture” was the space where 

the individual and collective creative potentials are realized, inspired by ideals 

and values that reveal “the constant strive of humanity towards absolute goodness, 

purity, and freedom” (1910, 5; qt. in Muchin 1987, 334). Naturally, modernist 

critics began conceptualizing literature, and respectively culture, as a social 

institution that commended the need for stable identification with the nation as a 

universal human value. As Sriblians’kyi wrote: “Nationality we consider as a 

form that effortlessly and in the most beautiful manner represents the content of 

life. Nationality expresses our ideals and dreams, and therefore, it must have for 

us the all-encompassing and most universal character. [...] Nationality is one of
• 17the forms of human compliance to life.”

17 “HauioHajibHicTb npniiMaeMO hk (JiopMy, b m in  Hanitpame, Ha&Jierme 
yjno6jieHO MO*eMO bhbbjibth 3MicTb xchttji, Harni ineajiH, Mpi'i, i TOMy BOHa jyia  
Hac noBHHHa Mara caMHH uihpokhh, ymBepcaJibHHH xapaKTep” (Sriblians’kyi 1910c: 
734).

132

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



One detects a similar intent in his pronouncement that Ukrainian 

literature’s goal is to resolve the Ukrainian national problem by assisting “the 

Ukrainian people’s cultural emancipation from their tragic colonial dependency 

and slavishness” (Sriblians’kyi 1912b: 104). The precondition for completing this 

goal was the liberation of the individual, for only “a free person could create 

culture and be [...] a patriot, true patriot” (Sriblians’kyi 1912b: 104). Essentially, 

what Sriblians’kyi meant by ‘a free individual’ was a person, unrestricted in the 

expression of her will, liberated from all kinds of oppression and social 

constraints, a strong and unique personality that creates and controls the dynamics 

of societal and cultural progress. In short, Sriblians’kyi espouses the philosophy 

of individualism and the universal human values of freedom and personal 

autonomy associated with it.

The question of identity crisis as well as the psychological consequences 

of the transformation of an individual into a citizen of a newly developing nation 

then became the subject of many modernist artistic and theoretical musings. In my 

view, Vynnychenko’s writings present particularly powerful illustrations of the 

new concept of the individual as a member of a collectivity that essentially was 

constituted through the union of free individuals who associate in the name of the 

national good.18 In this sense, the major thematic focus of Vynychenko’s oeuvre 

was the individual’s struggle to overcome the passivity and dullness of ‘mob’ 

psychology, which enforced total dependency on, and assimilation of the 

individual will into the willpower of the ‘crowd.’ As Ukrainka put it, 

Vynnychenko was most concerned with one’s struggle to overcome “the spirit of 

slavishness that forces one to ‘blend’ with the mass, a gripping force that erodes 

individuality, making everyone the same, subjecting the individual to animalistic 

impulses and instincts,”19 leading to one’s complete deindividualization and

18 Cf. also Ukrainka’s interpretation of Vynnychenko’s works (1966, 192).
19

“pa6cbKHH n y x , m o  n p n M y m y e  jnoflHH y caM oxiT b 3ajiinyB aT H  c e 6 e  no 
HaBTony a x  norocb cxHxiftHoro, m o  norjiH H ae, H iB ejnoe, e r a p a e  iH ZUBm yajibHoeri,
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depersonalization. As Ukrainka furthermore contended, Ukrainian modernism, in 

particular Vynnychenko’s writings, explored the psyche of the mob by 

recognizing that “the mass individual” was neither a “theatrical accessory as the 

romantics saw her” (butafors’ka prynadlezhnist’, iak tse bulo u starykh 

romantykiv) nor was she “a mannequin to try clothes sewn from societal 

documents as the naturalists saw her” (maneken dlia prymiruiuvannia kostiumiv, 

poshytykh z  liuds ’kykh dokumentiv, iak tse bulo v narutalistiv), but a person “ in 

the widest sense of the word, not separated from the crowd [...] but on the 

contrary [...] immersed into her [social] environment and at once standing out 

sharply so that society ceases to be one body but dissolves into equally valuable,
90albeit differently constituted personalities.”

I read Ukrainka’s own dramas in a similar vein. In particular, I see her 

Kaminnyi hospodar (1912) whose main idea -  according to the author’s own 

confession -  was to express the “triumph of the deadening, conservative principle 

embodied by the Captain over the divided, prideful, and egotistical lady Anna, 

and through her, the triumph over Don Juan, ‘the knight of liberty’.”21 In other 

words, at the center of most modernist literature was the individual’s struggle to 

preserve, develop and express her own unique personality in resistance to the 

pressures of the ‘mob.’ As Ukrainka acknowledged, the new Ukrainian literature 

approached this problem with an understanding that “each personal tragedy is 

unique, rooted not in the tragedy of others, but related to these [...] through the
99power of common intellectualizations.”

npHHocHTb li b xtepTBy iHCTiHKTOBi, CTaaHoeri” (Ukrainka 1966, 141).
20 “[...] He BHBeneHo 3 HaTOBny, [ . . . ]  a  HaBnaxn, [. . .]  3ajmmeHO CBoeMy 

c e p e f lO B H iiu  i pa30M 3 thm  BHcyHyTO Ha nepmnfl nnaH Tax 6 jiH 3 b K O , mo ft 
cepeflOBHine B xe nepecTajio 3aaBaTHC.a tjiom, po3HJieHyBaBiHHCb Ha piBHopiHHi, 
npoTe HepaBH03Hanm nocTaii ” (Ukrainka 1966, 139).

21 lt
n ep eM o ra  xaM iH H oro, KOHcepBaTHBHoro npH H nnny, BTiJieH oro b 

K oM aH /iopi, Han po3HBoeHHOio a y u ie io  rop ao 'i, eroicTH H H oi x q h k h  hoh h h  A h h h , a 
n e p e 3  H ei i Haa f lo H -X y a H O M , ‘jm p ap eM  BOJii’ ” (Ukrainka 1966, 162).

22 “ y  k o x ch o I o c o 6 h  c b o h  npaM a, He n ia x o p e H a  iHiuHM, a  T ijib x n  noB ’in a H a  3
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The different understanding of the modernists concerning the nature of

nation occasioned their specific style of imagining the Ukrainian nation. Their

conceptualization, as suggested earlier, was essentially ambivalent, operating with

both ethnic and civic criteria to maintain and express claims for cultural

distinctiveness. Greenfeld has stressed the problematic nature of this type of

nationalism, which is “plagued by internal contradictions” and combines both

ethnic and civic criteria of nationality, defining it as “particularistic civic

nationalism” (1996a: 104; 107). She writes,

the freedom of the individual in this type of nationalism is denied 
consistently, or, rather, it is redefined as inner freedom or as recognized 
necessity, and this denial and redefinition are predicated on the rejection 
of the individual as a rational being and an autonomous actor. 
Individuality itself is equated with the ‘true’ human nature, which 
expresses itself in self-abnegation and submersion (dissolution) in the 
collectivity (Greenfeld 1996a: 104-105).

In this respect, Sriblians’kyi’s interpretation of individualism (1912b) and 

Ievshan’s concept of ‘aesthetic culture’ (1910) were articulated with the intention 

of asserting a sense of self that was ambiguously defined as free from social 

constraints but bound by patriotic obligation to “express that complex of 

sensations, beliefs, struggles and optimism that constitutes the ideology of the 

Ukrainian creative intelligentsia.”23 Aiming at constructing a civil society, the 

modernists tried to inculcate a new, ‘elitist’ model of national identity, and 

relentlessly worked to create a civic public ‘polity’ with the intelligentsia as the 

national-political leader. This position was predicated on the belief that the 

intelligentsia was the most educated and cultured part of Ukrainian society and 

therefore, was able to understand and appreciate other cultures as well as to 

adequately communicate Ukrainian national interests. The political expression of 

this position one finds in Mikhnovs’kyi (1900), who stated:

iHuiHM, [ . . . ]  3HOBy xc Taxu b c u j iy  cnijibHux yMOB” (Ukrainka 1966, 138).
23 “bhcjiobhth toh KOMJiexc noHyBaiib, B ip u , 6azu>opocTH, 6opoTb6H, m n u  

CKJianae cyTb ifleimoro, TBopuoro yKpaiHCTBa” (Sriblians’kyi 1910c: 735).
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[...] The aspirations of a society are the aspirations of the intelligentsia.
The spontaneous movements of the intelligentsia are the spontaneous 
movements and sympathies of the entire society.
[...] The era of embroidered shirts, peasant overcoats, and whisky [i.e., 
often interpreted as the culture of the Narod] has passed, never to return 
again. The stand taken by the Ukrainian intelligentsia of the third 
formation points towards a bloody and relentless struggle for its people.
The intelligentsia believes in its own personal strength and in the 
national will to fulfill its obligation (Mikhnovs’kyi 1900, 211; 213; 
italics mine).

By the same token, it is interesting to note Ukrainka’s response to the 

accusations that she had neglected “peasant themes” and had devoted her writing 

to “literariness” (literaturshchyna) and intellectualism. In a letter to her uncle, 

Drahomanov, she wrote: “certainly, the problem is that I interpret the words 

nationality, literature, and intelligentsia in a different manner.”24 In her view, the 

nation was “a community of free individuals” (spil’ka samostiinykh osob) 

integrated through a system of common existential interests and ideals (Ukrianka 

1966, 192). Thus, she maintained that the freedom to express one’s distinctive 

inner self as an autonomous individual, and the personal willful contribution to 

the collective wellbeing determined the membership in the national society 

(Ukrainka 1966, 138; 141).

Statements like Ukrainka’s -  asserting one’s freedom to chose and 

willfully change her nationality because the individual strongly valued her 

cultural belongingness and a sense of shared Ukrainian identity (cf. also 

Kapustians’kyi 1910) -  make me think that the literary production of the 

Ukrainian modernists was, in Ukrainian modem intellectual history, one of the 

first attempts of a particular group to establish control, and regulate the national 

image for both insiders and outsiders alike. However, it is important to reiterate 

that in Ukraine the modernists did not have a dominant position in the literary 

field. They had to struggle to affirm themselves as individuals, rich with

24 “[...] ane TyT, neBHe, boh 6iaa b TOMy, mo a maxine po3yMiio cnoBa: 
HapoflHicTb, jiiTepaTypmcTb Ta iHTejiiremua” (Ukrainka 1966, 121).
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symbolical capital. The possession of such capital, in their view, guaranteed them 

the status of cultural leaders. In additon, by means of defending the hegemony of 

art over political and social concerns, they sought to affirm also their status of 

national leaders. As they saw it, the new ideology of ‘art for art’s sake’ allowed 

them to “exercise power while denying participation, belief, and investment” (cf. 

Jusdanis 1991, 93).

Taking into account the politics of cultural identity that motivated, for 

example, Ukrainka’s statements, two important points can be made regarding the 

modernist position on the national problem. First, it is clear that the ‘state’ as a 

political goal and a mobilizing metaphor started to a play more significant role 

than ‘the people’. In this sense, the formation of an independent Ukrainian state 

surfaced as a key political claim because the nation-state was now envisioned as 

the only social-political order wherein Ukrainian culture could survive and 

flourish. Second, the identification of ‘the people’ was now made on the basis of 

their perceived relationship to the Ukrainian high culture that would aid the 

formation of the independent state, i.e., as citizens -  political subjects that were 

rendered ‘governable’ by their self-motivation, free will, and consciousness. 

Perhaps, this is what inspired Sriblians’kyi to declare that, “Nationalism is 

considered most necessary for the masses. The elites do not need it. From this 

perspective, the demos is the object of nationalism. Nationalism [...] must be only 

democratic [...]. Ukrainianness as ethics is the never-ending force of protest [...], 

because Ukrainianness is the idea of relentless struggle with iniquity in the name
9 c

of the free, creative individual.”

In this way, ‘the people’ as a collectivist notion became associated with 

the “mass unconscious” that held vital, albeit primitive and irrational,

25 “HanioHajii3M HanSijibin noTpibHHH r j ra iiaHHH3Uinx inapiB jiiohhocth, a 
He r j lh bhcihhx. I TOMy -  TOHKy npHJioxeHna HanioHajii3My -  deMoc. HanioHajii3M 
[ . . . ]  noBHHeH 6yTH TiJibKH deMOKpammnuM  [...]. YicpaiHCTBO, m  errata -  ne Bin ho 
npoTecTyioHa cnjia [...] 6o Harae yKpaiHCTBO -  iaea  BiuHoro npOTecTy npoTHB 3Jia, 
bo iMH BijibHoi TBopuo'i jhohhhh” (Sriblians’kyi 1910c: 736).
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psychological forces (cf. Tratner 1996). Even a superficial consideration of the 

fictional conflicts explored in modernist prose, will show Ukrainian writers’ 

preoccupation with individual rebelliousness, and desire to escape the constraints 

of their backward and oppressive society. The conflict often takes the form of an 

internal dilemma, which the fictional characters have to resolve. Particularly 

powerful examples are Kobylians’ka’s Tetiana and Mavra, who daringly face 

their fate, resisting a philistine provincial society, yet bounded to its culture and 

mentality by indestructible ties (V nediliu rano zillia kopala 1908; cf. Tamawsky 

2001). In this manner, I also read Kotsiubyns’kyi’s female character Paraskitsia 

(“ Vid’ma” [Witch], 1898), whose immense suffering as a result of the 

intimidation and collective coercion of her fellow villagers reveals the tragedy of 

the individual trying to fit collective expectations and imposed social roles. Both 

narratives, in this sense, attempt an exploration of the ‘collective unconscious,’ 

recruiting superstitions and images of outcasts (e.g., witches and gypsies) that are 

deeply embedded in the ‘folk’ consciouness and trying to outline the societal 

impact on the formation of an individual’s personality by redefining the 

relationship between the individual and society.

Kotsiubyns’kyi’s and Kobylians’ka’s texts are also interesting because 

they reveal the mechanism of the modernist use of elements borrowed from 

Ukrainian folk culture. Their fiction shows that, despite the fervent denouncement 

of the vernacular tradition as an identity securing system in many critical and 

theoretical discourses on Ukrainian modernism, the practice of exploiting folk 

items was popular among Ukrainian artists. In fact, a number of early modernist 

writers and poets examined traditional items and the thriving Ukrainian oral 

tradition in order to find symbols, images and expressive ‘native’ artistic forms 

that were particularly suitable to produce the emotional effects pursued by the 

artist. In addition to Kobylians’ka and Kotsiubyns’kyi, the modernists who were 

interested in experimenting with folkloric material also included Ukrainka, 

Stefanyk, Tychyna, Kobryns’ka and others. This observation is significant
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because it points to a paradox specific to the Ukrainian modernist movement, a 

paradox that has been regarded as one of the Ukrainian modernism’s ‘deviations.’ 

This paradox is manifested in the discrepancy between actual artistic practices 

with respect to the revival and appreciation of vernacular culture, and its zealous 

denigration in the critical and theoretical definitions of Ukrainian modernism as 

an aesthetic ideology. Contrast, for example, Kobylians’ka’s, Kobryns’ka’s and 

others’ interests in experimenting with folkloric images in their modernist 

writings with Sriblians’kyi’s, Ievshan’s, and other modernist critics’ objection to 

the consecration of Ukrainian folk culture as an identity securing system.

Some ideologues of Ukrainian modernism particularly disliked the 

populist re-invention and commodification of tradition-based expressions that had 

been borrowed from the extant everyday life practices of Ukrainian peasants. This 

type of folklore they identified as a “trade in folk-art goods” and harshly reacted 

to its popularization (Sriblians’kyi 1912a: 354). Still, some of Sriblians’kyi’s 

pronouncements sound confusing, especially when the critic fails to draw a clear 

line between the commodified (revived) folk material and the actual tradition- 

based expressions. For example, in his article “Z hromads’koho zhyttia,” 

Sriblians’kyi declared that “the culture of the simple folk [Ukrainian peasantry] is 

useless” for the “intelligentsia” (1913: 564). However, his intentions are 

transparent when he talks about the ‘popular culture’ produced by the realists- 

populists, noting that they “use the simplest popular element as a foundation of 

the national culture,” thus creating a ‘mass’ culture (“culture for the common 

people”) instead of “a culture for the nation” (Sriblians’kyi 1912a: 354).

As I have tried to show so far, one of the principal and most passionately 

defended points by the ideologues of Ukrainian modernism was the renunciation 

of the demotic model of Ukrainian identity. Critics like Sriblians’kyi and Ievshan 

refused to acknowledge the primacy of ‘invented’ peasant (folk) tradition as an 

epitome of modem Ukrainianness. However, as the narratives of Kobylians’ka, 

Kostiubyns’ky and other authors demonstrate, modernist artists sought inspiration

139

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



from extisting vernacular traditions and delved, perhaps deliberately, into the 

collective memory in search of suitable native aesthetic forms. This type of 

expirementation was particularly characteristic of the Ukrainian symbolists who, 

much in accord with their Bulgarian counterparts, attempted the rediscovery and 

expression of the national ‘soul’ through the transformation of tradition-based 

items into abstract symbols that simultaneously conveyed universal values and 

ideas, yet preserved the native flavor of the original oral form. In this regard, the 

most important change that the modernists introduced with respect to the aesthetic 

treatment of traditional texts was their ‘individualization’ and re-contexualization 

in a more abstract philosophical, aesthetic, and thematic background. More 

specifically, the use of traditional elements, as for example Kobylians’ka’s 

experimentation illustrates, could be viewed as ideological means of re-fashioning 

readers’ consciousness in an attempt to propagate and enhance a national identity 

based on a system of modernist values and virtues. This was achieved by looking 

at tradition-based items with an aesthetic gaze that compelled the reader to notice 

the mode of artistic representation, involving her in a ‘game’ of form and style 

that accentuated the mastery over the old form (cf. Bourdieu 1984, 183). 

Essentially then, the reader becomes entangled in a continuum of shared aesthetic 

experiences intended to engeder a sense of pleasure and pride.26

Although it was not a prevalent mode of aesthetic innovation, utilizing 

folkloric elements in Ukrainian modernist literature can be viewed as a vital part 

of the processes of nation building and the creation of collective identity. It 

essentially shows that one of the many ways to represent the modem mind and 

attitudes is by exploring and aligning the centuries old ethnic traditions with the

26 Particularly powerful examples of the modernist use of items borrowed from 
the oral tradition one can find in Ol’ha Kobylians’ka’s (V nediliu ratio..., “Pryroda”), 
Mykhailo Kostiubyns’ky’s (Intermezzo; Tini zabutykh predkiv), and Ukrainka’s works 
(Lisova pisnia). The practice is also well represented in Kobryns’ka’s modernist prose, 
created between 1893 and 1899. Most of her experimental pieces were included in a 
collection of stories, entitled Kazky and published in Chemivsti in 1904.
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present conditions. This transpired in both Bulgaria and Ukraine. By subjecting
• 27folkloric elements to the modernist code and exposing them to a cynical 

idiosyncratic reinvention, the modernists in both localities pursued the creation of 

a specific national ‘style’ that would distinguish their modernist production from 

the Western prototypes and would help them create art forms that clearly 

manifested their ethnic and cultural distinctiveness.

As Fisher points out, “the constitution of communities requires the 

existence of certain modes of communication.” He further elaborates by saying 

that “communities are co-constituted through communication transactions in 

which participants coauthor a story that has coherence and fidelity for the life that 

one would lead [...] ” (1997, 307; 320). Modernist writers re-borrowed folkloric 

items because they wanted to encourage their readers to recognize such elements 

as part of their national cultural heritage. In this manner, modernist authors 

created order and meaning (making the tradition relevant to an elite and highly 

educated audience) by mediating between the self and the world, providing the 

self with a sort of “transsubjective truth value[s]” (Hintchman and Hintchman 

1997, xvi; xxiii). As a result, the experimentation of modernist narratives with 

traditional folk items attempted to locate individuals within the legitimate and 

continued existence of the group, thereby offering to the Ukrainian readership a 

powerful means to generate a sense of common identity, yet having also the 

potential of being “critical, emancipatory instrument[s]” (cf. Hinchman and 

Hinchman 1997, xviii.). For this reason, I think that the modernist practice of 

using traditional folk items assisted the re-invention and modernization of pre

existing traditions, at once producing a specific type of printed literature that 

opened a space where the community of modernist readers was formed, and at the 

same time liberated from its ties to ‘peasant roots.’ In this sense, the modernist re

27 It is important to note here that I employ the concept of cynicism without 
implying pejorative connotations. Instead, I adopt Peter Sloterdjik’s definition, which 
recognizes modem cynicism as a “state of consciousness that follows after naive 
ideologies and their enlightenment” (1992, 3; 5).
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borrowing and use of folk items helped their efforts to ‘appropriate’ the tradition 

and re-invent it as a part of the Ukrainian high national culture. Essentially, this 

space was also the realm where coherence of the nation was reinforced. More 

importantly, however, it was a space where Ukrainian artists successfully 

realigned their cultural heritage with Europe, asserting their right to control the 

revival -  and ultimately, modernization -  of their inherited traditions. They not 

only made such traditions meaningful in the context of modernity, but most of all 

successfully resisted the influences coming from Europe, resorting to local 

resources in sustaining the singularity and originality of their national culture. The 

paradox then appears to be not at all paradoxical. What in fact theorists of 

Ukrainian modernism denied was the appropropriation of the Ukrainian cultural 

heritage by the populist-realists who approached folkloric items as ‘facts’ that 

represented the life and history of the Ukrainian nation, rather than signs or even 

symbols, the meaning of which was the subject of constant negotiation, 

manipulation, change, and reinsitutionalization.

On the other hand, an attempt to legitimize and encourage modernist 

experimentation with items from Ukrainian folk culture is evident in modernist 

critical discourses, institutionalizing the notion of ‘people’ as a container of 

national creative energy. For example, Sriblians’kyi in his article “Na velykim 

shliakhu” wrote:

The People (narod) contains in itself plentiful unique features, deeply 
buried in the soul treasures of ideas and beauty which, if touched by a 
skillful artistic hand would play the strings of its spiritual lyre and 
produce a new tune such as the world has not known yet. It is no wonder 
that the Ukrainian spirit is expressed in this luring magnificence and will 
flare with unprecedented power of thought because it is a vast organism, 
harmonious in its brilliance, characterized by the richness of intrinsic 
processes of movement and a multitude of subtle and thrilling nuances of 
feelings. When this intact, inherent potential artistry becomes alive and 
gives birth to splendid, unexpected blossoms of creativity, there is hope 
that beauty and expressive power will flourish, a unique beauty, and 
artistic drive, which exist nowhere in the world yet. The raison d ’etre for 
the search of the new sphere of existence that we call the Ukrainian
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people lies in this uniqueness. This is the new sphere and the new culture
that forms a new layer over the rest of previous modes of existence.

Eva Mackey, a contemporary scholar, has argued that the processes “of 

creating identity at a national level typically involve ‘cultural politics,’ whereby 

attempts are made to institutionalize a particular ideological notion of ‘people’ in 

order to create new types of citizens and subjects, and new categories of ‘insiders 

and outsiders’” (1997, 137). It is apparent from the examples cited above that, 

given the ambivalent evaluation of Ukrainian society as ‘backward’ and 

‘uncultured’ and the prevalent embarrassment of being ‘at the margins” of 

Europe’ (Sriblians’kyi, 1909d: 422), the modernist image of ‘the people’ was 

highly ambivalent and biased. This tension was expressed by the recurrent 

classificatory categories in Ukrainian modernist criticism natsia (nation), narod 

(the ‘people’) and iurba (the mob).29 These terms were used to express the 

modernist intellectuals’ antipopulism when affirming their pretensions for cultural 

leadership. In addition, the boundary between narod and iurba operated as a 

strategy for mobilization and agitation by means of which the modernists 

encouraged the acceptance of their own model of Europeanization.

28 “H apoa Mae b co6i ocTiJibKH cBoepipmix oco6jiHBOCTiB, 3axoBamix b 
rjindnHi nym i CKap6iB ziyMKH i xpacu, m o kojih yMijioio i MHCTepbKOio pyKOio 
TopKHyTH ftoro nyxoBHo'i Jiipn, t o  3a3ByunTb BOHa no-HOBOMy, Tax, hk, me ni odun 
urnuuu eAeMenm ececeimy He 3eynae. H e flHBO, m o yKpaiHCbKHH pyx BHHBJXHeTbCJi b 
npHHaxmoMy cB im i, Bu6jiHCKye He3HaHHM m e cjthbom pyMKH, -  6o ne bcjihkhh, 
CKJiaflHHH b cboih rpaHpio3HOCTi opraHi3M, 3 6e3JiiuMio BHyTpimHix npopeciB pyxy, 3 
6e3JliHHK> TOHKHX i HapiBHHX HIOaHCiB HaCTpOIO. I KOJIH BCH pa BHyTpimHH, 
noTeimiaJibiia xypoaaiicT b oacHBae, t o  3’aBJiaioTbCH Haaia Ha 6araTHH p03UBiT 
KpacH i chjih. CBoepiflHOi Kpacn i chjih, nine m e Ha CBiTi He BHHBJieHoi. B opin  
CBoepiflHOCTi i jieacHTb to h  Bejih h e3HHH raison d ’etre myKaium b hobIh ccfiepi 6yTTa, 
mo 3BeMO YKpaiHCbKHH napofl. Tax, pe HOBa ccfepa, a TOMy i HOBa KyjibTypa, mo 
KJiaaeTbca hobhm rnapoM Ha Bci nonepepHi nnacTH h c h t th ” (1910a, 52; author’s 
italics).

29 According to Ilnytzkyj, “[...] only during the modernist period [...] the 
systematic expression of dissatisfaction with things Ukrainian” is clearly manifested. 
“The populist image of the ‘noble’ people now metamorphoses into the ignoble ‘mob’, 
from which the intelligentsia must defend the achievements of culture” (1991: 262).
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While engaging in the creation of modem individuals (highly 

sophisticated and cultured European citizens, or “spiritual artistocrats” as 

Sriblians’kyi has put it), Ukrainian modernists thus played a role in the ‘subject- 

ification of the people’ (i.e., in the making of cultural citizens; cf. Ong 1996, 738). 

In particular, Kotsiubyns’kyi’s confession that Ukrainian modernists “did not 

intend to abandon the representation of the peasant life”30 is typical of the 

attitudes of Ukrainian intellectuals, who were bom and raised in the context of a 

thriving Ukrainian vernacular culture. As the eminent Ukrainian modernist writer 

acknowledged, “[...] to limit the resources for our program is not our goal, [...] 

[rather] we want to expand and make them deeper [...], we endeavor to [make 

aware our intelligentsia] of other literary forces that represent the interests of 

other social groups such as the intelligentsia, the working class, and the artistic 

community.”31 On the other hand, Sriblians’kyi and other modernist ideologues 

contested the popularization of folk culture in its realist-populist reinvention, 

refusing to recognize such ‘ethnographic representations’ as the placeholder of 

Ukrainian national identity because, as Sribilians’kyi put it, the modernists felt 

obliged to establish their version of Ukrainianness on such principles so that it 

“attracts with its incomparable beauty and power” (vono malo prynadnu krasy, 

sylu; 1910c: 733).

Further evidence of the cynical attitude of modernists toward the 

symbolization of the vernacular culture is the rhetoric employed by Sriblians’kyi 

to promote the modernist national ideal and high culture. Interestingly enough, he 

relies on conventionalized ‘folkloric’ metaphors such as the ‘magic folk tale’

30 Letter to Panas Mymyi, requesting his assistance in the launching of a new 
literary almanac, entitled Zpotoku zhyttia; Kotsiubyns’kyi 1974, 292-93.

31 “He MajiH Ha MeTi B3araJii 3peKTHca TBopiB 3 ^chttb  cejLHHCKoro [...]  
o6Me*yBaTH axcepejia t b o p h o c t h  3 0 b U m  He Hama nporpaMa [.. .]  m h  x o h c m o  

p03IHHpHTH Ta norJIH6HTH IX [...]. 3aayMaBIHH BHflaTH TaKHH 36piHHK [...] MH 
TijibKH xoTijiH 3p o 6 h t h  cnpo6y, xoTijiH 3BepHyTH yBary Haumx jiiTepaTypHHX c h ji  

Ha mum BepcTBH cycnijibHocTH, Ha iHTejiireHitiio, c[>a6pHHHHX poSiTmndB, c b It  

apTHCTHHHHH ” (Kotsiubyns’kyi 1974, 292-293).
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(kazka)?1 He, for example, defines the mission of the modernist art as 

“provodyria po dorozi v kazkii” (leading onto the road to wonderland). In my 

opinion, this metaphor is used in order to assert the specific and unique character 

of the modernist perspective on the national question, and convey the central idea 

of their modernizing political ideology: “We must be always in motion, walking 

on the road to wonderland, [trying to complete] the wondrous tale o f  our life:
' X ' X[the creation of] universal Ukrainianness in Ukraine.” In fact, Sriblians’kyi’s 

rhetoric, the devices and strategies of distinction he employs, including the 

appropriation of conventionalized ‘folk’ terms, reveal his selective re-invention 

and re-contextualization of the ‘folk’ code. He utilizes it with the intention to 

strengthen and deepen the emotional effect of his idealized aesthetic notion of 

Ukrainianness, simultaneously assuming a ‘disinterested,’ modernizing and 

nationalizing position.

As Ilnytzkyj has pointed out, the truly innovative aspect of Ukrainian 

modernist ideology was that “[it] severed art from its edifying and enlightening 

function.” “It,” writes Ilnytzkyj, “also liberated literature in a programmatic sort 

of way from its fixation on the visibly salient attributes of the Ukrainian identity,” 

the peasant and ethnographic themes of populist-realist ‘mass’ literature. His 

revision of the texts published by Ukrainian modernists on the pages of the 

journal Ukrains’ka khata shows that the dissociation from the peasant masses was 

extremely aggressive, and clearly announced as a principle of “spiritual

32 Worth noting is that Kobryns’ka, for instance, harbored deep love for the ‘oral 
tales’ of her native village. In her modernist works, she often ‘played’ with traditional 
prose genre forms such as the tale and the legend in an attempt to find the most suitable, 
authentic Ukrainian forms to convey her emancipatory and feminist ideas (cf. her stories 
Sudyl’nytsi, Chudovyshche, and other; Kobryns’ka 1958). In this respect, cf. also 
Ilnytzkyj’s comments (1994: 20, note 70).

33 “Bee ypKaiHOfpijilctbo, Munyjie i cyuacHe [. . .]  He Majio ft He Mae 
BHpa3Horo o6jihhhh, He Mae cBoe'i ine'i [...] I TOMy mh MycHMO Bpeim i nocTaBHTH 
CBoe yKpaiHCTBO Ha TaKHft rpyHT, ae 6 boho Majio npHHazmy Kpacn, CHJiy [...] Mu 
MycuMo saejscdu  6ym u e npou,eci p y x y  do  dopo3i e n asn y,  f t a y u H  h o  kci3ku nam ozo  
otcummM —  ymeepcciAbHOzo yK paincm ea na Yapa'ini” (1910c: 733; italics mine).
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aristocratism.” In Sriblians’kyi’s view, the priniciple of spiritual aristocratism was 

the “precondition for culture.” As Ilnytzkyj demonstrates, the writers of 

Ukrains ’ka khata “strongly opposed the idea of Ukrainian culture as some sort of 

petty provincialism engaged to open a space so that urbane and civilized pursuits 

could take their place.” They espoused a view that Ukrainian popular culture, was 

“unfit for the intelligentsia,” and saw a resolution in the creation of a 

sophisticated, high culture (1994: 12). In short, “the ideologues of the journal 

were clearly spelling out a program that would take Ukrainian culture both 

outward and inward, i.e., make it simultaneously an expression of the universal 

and the national. It had become a medium that granted individuals ‘the necessary 

fullness and satisfaction of [their] personal existence’ while allowing them to 

remain true to their nation” (1994: 14).

3.5. Modernist “Political Acculturation” 

and the Nation’s Europeanization
The modernist reasoning about Europe betrays similarities to Ferguson’s notion of 

“political acculturation” (1996, 174-177) because it was used to explore 

inconsistencies in, and alternatives to, the extant models of Ukrainian national 

culture. Moreover, it was a type of nationalizing cultural policy that was 

implemented from a particular cultural-political position (what would be 

beneficial for the creation of a Ukrainian high culture) and thus, was used to 

disrupt the existing traditions and redefine the social order by a purposeful and 

careful introduction of European aesthetic ideas, values of conduct and tastes. In 

fact, as I argue, the modernist insistence on the Europeanization o f Ukrainian 

culture, a process that in their view equaled the creation of a high national culture, 

represents an interesting attempt to change not simply the aesthetic dispositions of 

their readership, but more importantly, to enforce a different national habitus.

I recall Bourdieu’s concept of habitus here, especially as he defined it in 

relation to taste and aesthetic dispositions, hoping that it will help me grasp the
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operative principles of Ukrainian modernist ethos and nationalizing politics.

Citing Kant, Bourdieu defines taste as “an acquired disposition to ‘differentiate’

and ‘appreciate’, [...] in other words, [a disposition] to establish and mark

differences by a process of distinction which is not (or not necessarily) a distinct

knowledge, in Leibniz’s sense, since it ensures recognition (in the ordinary sense)

of the object without implying knowledge of the distinctive features which define

it”(Bourdieu 1984, 446). Arguing that the primary forms of classification through

which the habitus operates are effective because of their impact on the

unconscious and non-linguistic modes of knowing that lie “beyond the reach of

introspective scrutiny or control by the will,” Bourdieu points to the fact that such

schemes “engage the most fundamental principles of construction and evaluation

of the social world” serving to provide one with “ ‘a sense of one’s place,’

guiding the occupants of a given place in social space towards the social positions

adjusted to their properties, and towards the practices of goods which befit the

occupants of that position” (1984, 446).

The modernist aesthetics that aimed at upsetting the ordinary way of

thinking about the world by stimulating the release and expression of a flow of

impressions and sensations inaccessible to the consciousness were, therefore,

particularly fit for shaping independent individuals, or social agents who, “far

from reacting mechanically to mechanical situations, respond to the invitations of

threats of a world whose meaning they have helped to produce” (Bourdieu 1984,

467). In this context, the elitist social order was defined in terms of a network of

clear-cut oppositions

between high (sublime, elevated, pure) and low (vulgar, low, modest), 
spiritual and material, fine (refined, elegant) and coarse (heavy, fat, 
crude, brutal), light (subtle, lively, sharp, adroit) and heavy (slow, thick, 
blunt, laborious, clumsy), free and forced, [...] between unique (rare, 
different, distinguished, exclusive, exceptional, singular, novel) and 
common (ordinary, banal, commonplace, trivial, routine), brilliant 
(intelligent) and dull (obscure, grey, mediocre; Bourdieu 1984, 467).

This network of oppositions ascribed particular roles to the ‘elite’ 

(Ukrainian nationalist intelligentsia) and the ‘mass’ of the dominated (the
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peasants, the mob). The point to emphasize is that the employment and systematic 

reification of such oppositions facilitates the inscription of (particularly 

suggestive) hierarchies and classifications into the people’s minds, including 

classifications that support ethnic and national identification (Bourdieu 1984, 468; 

470-471). Because the goal of Ukrainian modernists was to seek international 

recognition for the Ukrainian nation, the solution for them was to align to 

European standards, not only aesthetic, but also social, political, economic and 

quality of life. The re-invented traditional folk culture propagated by the realists- 

populists, on the one hand, and modem Europe, on the other, constituted for them 

two poles of anxiety of influence (cf. Jusdanis 1991, 27). The modernists in 

Ukraine strove to gain respect both locally and globally, which forced them to 

declare a position that somehow was able to transcend local boundaries without 

loosing the flavor of ethnic distinctiveness. They had to connect Ukrainian 

national culture to the larger political-economic world; and Europe embodied for 

them this ‘world system.’ In other words, they found themselves crucified 

between ‘the modem’ and the ‘traditional,’ seeking a distance from the latter in 

order to affirm the former. It is hardly surprising then that Ukrainian modernists 

put an emphasis on the construction of a high Ukrainian culture and its acceptance 

as the only legitimate institution of signification representing the essence of 

Ukrainian cultural distinctiveness.

Ferguson’s notion of political acculturation, to a degree, also helps us 

understand why the modernists in Ukraine posed such a fundamental challenge to 

the cultural norms they inherited. Their discourse was essentially one of social 

engineering. A key aspect of modernist cultural politics was the worshiping of the 

artist as an accomplished individual, whose refined taste and aesthetic sense was 

“an expression of a priviledged position in social space whose distinctive value 

[was] objectively established in its relationship to expressions generated from 

different conditions” (Bourdieu 1984, 56). This priviledged position was also 

clearly associated with the free and creative expression of one’s Ukrainianness,

148

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



deemed as a supreme act of self-fulfillment. Therefore, the cultivation of a taste

for West European modernist literature and art, and in that order -  understanding

and appreciation of Ukrainian modernist art and literature -  was used as a means

to unite and separate. As Bourdieu explains, aesthetic taste “distinguishes in an

essential way, since taste is the basis of all that one has -  people and things -  and

all that one is for others, whereby one classifies oneself and is classified by

others.” It, as manifested preferences, affirms in a practical manner “inevitable

differences” (Bourdieu 1984, 56). As he explains,

[...] every struggle over art [...] is [also a struggle for] the imposition of 
an art of living, that is, the transmutation of an arbitrary way of living 
into the legitimate way of life which casts every other way of living into 
the artbitrariness. The artists’s life-style is always a challenge thrown at 
[the common life-style], which it seeks to condemn as unreal and even 
absurd, by sort of practical demonstration of the emptiness of the values 
and powers it pursues (Bourdieu 1984, 57).

Revealing, in this respect, are the confessions of O. Biletskyi, P.

Karmans’kyi and others. Let me here illustrate this point with Biletskyi’s finely

tuned observations:

An urban intelligentsia emerged, a young Ukrainian bourgeoisie stirred 
to life, a Ukrainian literary-artistic bohemia appeared. [Suddenly] there 
was a need for madrigals, triolets, impromptu verses and other forms of 
salon poetry, unheard of earlier in Ukrainian literature. Almanacs 
appeared with sketches that emulated seminude maidens who inhaled the 
aroma of unusual lilies or extended their hands to the sun, which was 
either rising or setting in a mysterious distance. In city living rooms, 
hanging on the wall right next to Shevchenko's portrait decorated in 
embroidered ritual cloths, were reproductions of [Arnold] Boklin's 
"Island of the Dead" or Franz [von] Stuck's "Sin;" poets -  with elaborate 
ties, carelessly knotted (in place of a ribbon), sporting wide-brimmed 
fedoras instead of gray hats -  began reciting and singing their poems.
Their verses reverberated with new motifs, new private experiences, a 
yearning for an unknown divinity in which they "believed while not 
believing;" motifs of the city as a million-headed beast, which they both 
loved and hated, cursed and blessed; motifs of Baeudelaireian spleen, 
Ukrainian ennui, which was unknown previously by poets in this sense.34

34 “ BHHHKJia MHCHKa iH T ejiir en u ia , npOHHKHyjiaca MOJiona yKpa'iHCbKa 
6 y p x ty a 3 ia , 3 ’xBH Jiaca yKpa'iHCbKO—JiiT ep aT ypn o—apTHCTnuHa SoreM a. 3 ’̂ BHJiaca
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The modernist position then signaled the occurrence of important changes

in the lifestyle of Ukrainians, firstly, because it tried to redefine -  from an elitist

and individualistic perspective -  all key mobilizing metaphors (e.g., individual,

family, people, culture, society, etc.). This is exemplified by Sriblians’kyi’s

evaluation of Kotsiubyns’kyi’s novella Fata Morgana, where the modernist critic

acknowledged that,

[ . . . ]  th e  n o v e lla  Fata morgana [ . . . ]  d em o n stra te s  th at th e  w r iter  h as  
a p p ro a ch ed  w ith  a su b je c t iv e  and  im p r e ss io n is t ic  m e th o d  e v e n  th e  m o s t  
r e a lis t ic  r e p resen ta tio n s  [ . . . ]  T h e  en tire  w o r k  [ . . . ]  d e fe a ts  p o p u lis t  id e a ls  
w ith  th e ir  o w n  w e a p o n s  [ . . . ]  th e  p ea sa n t s o c ia l  e th ic s  and  th e  
p h y s io lo g ic a l terror o f  u n d e v e lo p e d  b e in g s  crea te  su ch  a  d e p r e ss in g  and  
r e p u ls iv e  p ic tu re  o f  in n er  tra g ed y  [ . . . ]  th at co n tem p o ra ry  p o p u lis ts  n e e d  
to  fin d  a  n e w  [m o re  v ia b le ]  fo u n d a tio n  to  le g it im a te  th e ir  id e o lo g y . [ . . . ]  
[K o ts iu b y n s ’k y i ’s w o rk ] f ir m ly  draws the conclusion that the collective 
ideal is destroyed [...] and that the strong independent individual is the 
only hope?5

n o T p e6 a  b M a n p n ra jia x , T p io jieT a x , ex cn p oM T ax  i b im m ix  Bnzi03M iHax caJiOHOBo'i 
noe3i'i, 3a a x y  p a m m e  b y x p a m c b x n  J iiT epaT ype He nyjiH . 3 ’h b h j i h c h  ajibM aH axn 3 
Be3HpyHKaMH, m o  BflaBajiH H an iB ro jin x  ziifi, a id  a 6 o  B /m xaioT b apoM aT h h b o b h x c h h x  

J iijieu , a 6 o  n p o cT a ra io T b  p y x n  n o  co rm a , m o  c x o h h j i o ,  h h  n e c b  3 H ixa jio  y  HeBinoM ifi 
naJlHIli. y MiebKHX BiTaJIbHHX, n e  030H06jieHHH railTOBaHHMH pyiUHHKaMH BHCiB Ha 
CTiHpi nopT peT  IIIeB u eH xa  y  6e3nocepeflH bO M y cy c in cT B i 3 p en p o n y x u ia M H  
“O cT poB a M epTBH x” E e x j im a  h h  ‘T p ix a ” O paH pa IIlT yK a, CTajiH nexjiaM yB aT H  h  
MeJioneKJiaMyBaTH c b o I  B ip m i noeTH  c  nmiiHHMH rajiCTyxaM H -  3aM icTb C T pinxn , 
a x i  b o h h  3aB’a3yB ajiH  n e f l6 a j io , a  Ha B y jn m i 3aM icTb T pa/nm iH H oi c h b o I  r n a n x n  -  
HocijiH  cpepTOBi u m p o K o n o jii K anejnoxH . Y  ix H ix  B ip m a x  3B ynajiH  HOBi m o t h b h ,  HOBi 
iiin iB in y a jib iii nep exu B aH H H , nopH B am ia  n o  H eB inoM oro 6oacecT B a, b a x e  b o h h  

“BHpHJIH” -  “He BipyiOHH,” MOTHBH MiCTa CTOTHCaHOrOJIOBOrO 3B ip a , m o  H oro pa30M  
j i i o 6 h j i h  h HeHaBHni^iH, npoxjiH H ajiH H  b n arocjioB Jia jiH , m o t h b h  EonJiepiBCKoro 
c n j i in y , yKpa'iHCbKoi H yn b rn , -  m o  b HbOMy 3HaneHHi 6 y n a  HeBinoM a pamrnHM  
noeT aM ” (q t. in  M u eh in  1 9 8 7 , 2 6 2 ) .

35
“ [ . . . ]  TBip F a ta  m o rg a n a  [ . . . ]  n o x a 3 y e , m o  nncbM eHiiHK y  MamoBaHHi 

HaBiTb o6 ’ckthbhh M ajnoH xiB  n ep e fim o B  n o  iM n p ecioH i3M y, n o  c y 6 ’eKTHBHoro ix  
ocBeTJieHHa [ . . . ]  I f e n  TBip [ . . . ]  nobH Bae 3y3npoM  in e a n j in  HaponHHUTBa [ . . . ]  
cou iaJ ib H a eTHKa c e n a , BK yni 3 <fri3iojioriHHHM acaxoM  Hepo3BHTHx icTOT TBopaTb  
T a x y  o rn n H y  i cT pam H y xapTHH y BH yTpim H boi H eB oni [ . . . ]  m o  cynacH H M  
HaponHHxaM  T p e6a  m e  n o u iy x a T H  HOBoro HMOBipHoro rpyHTH, Ha bxh h  M oacHa 6 y n o  
6  onnpaTHCb a x  Ha 3axoH  n p np onH  [ . . . ]  T B ip  HenoxHTHO B en e n y M x y  n o  
3pyflHyBaHHa xonexT H B icT H H H oro in e a n y  [ . . . ]  a  HaTOMicTb n o x n a n a e  H aniio  Ha 
o x p eM y  CHJibHy o c o 6 y ” (S r ib lia n s ’k y i 1911a :  1 7 0 ).
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Secondly, modernist aesthetic practices aimed at reshaping the way

individuals constructed their ‘self and located themselves as subjects of power,

ultimately recognizing the ‘manipulability’ of national identity; they recognized it

as an expression of the individual’s infringed right to choose her belonging on the

basis of strong emotional attachments to a given cultural-political order. To a

certain degree then, Ukrainian modernists challenged the traditional way of

thinking about the nation as a primordial, genealogical community (cf.

Kapustians’kyi’s 1910: 467-8). Thirdly, Ukrainian modernist discourse was so

contested because -  in the long run -  it constructed objects of ruling and large-

scale social identities, which rendered the ‘governable subjects’ somewhat too

independent (Kapustians’kyi 1910: 470-71).36

The cultural-political ‘technology’ of the modernists, therefore, was

oriented to work upon the individual’s sense of self. It focused on the processes of

designing new forms of conduct and was concerned with how individuals adopt

and internalize these. In this respect, modernist ideologues of nationalism sought

to establish control over the process of ‘self-making’ of Ukrainians by redefining

the structure of the inherited cultural habitus (i.e., reversing the relationships

between the ‘bottom’ and the ‘top’) while endorsing the new ethos of

individualism. For example, Ukrainka articulates the new objective in the

following manner:

The old romanticism aspired to liberate the individual from the masses, 
but only the extremely heroic individual; naturalism regarded one totally 
subordinated to the masses, governed by the laws of necessity and those, 
who manage to benefit from such laws [...] The New Romanticism [i.e., 
Ukrainian modernism] aspires to emancipate the individual within the 
masses, to expand one’s rights, to provide her with a chance to find like- 
minded individuals, and if the person is more advanced and active, to 
give her opportunity to lift up others to her achievements instead of

36 See a more general theoretical elucidation on policy as language in Shore and 
Wright, “Policy: A New Field of Anthropology” (Shore and Wright 1998, 18-24).
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descending to their level [thus allowing one to escape] the dilemma of
being for ever in a state of moral superiority or moral imprisonment.37

Ukrainian modernists, consequently, established and maintained a 

boundary between the ‘highbrow’ and the ‘lowbrow’ cultural production for a 

number of reasons.

3.6. The High -  Mass Culture Divide

In my view, the modernists in Ukraine mobilized the opposition between the 

‘high’ culture (i.e., the modernist cultural production, created in accordance with 

West European standards of excellence) and ‘popular’ culture (i.e., the production 

of Ukrainian populist-realists) in order to further affirm the status of a progressive 

national-cultural leadership. This boundary was not only successfully used to 

claim differences in relation to the production of the Russian imperial centers but 

more importantly, it served the modernists to distinguish their cultural production 

from local realist-populist literature and art, which they perceived as ‘retrograde’ 

and old-fashioned. In addition, it was utilized effectively as a strategy of 

mobilization because it assisted modernist efforts to elevate the status and 

symbolic value of Ukrainian national culture as an essentially European and 

aesthetically sophisticated, modem institution. Finally, the introduction of such a 

boundary made visible the transformation of Ukrainian culture into a source of

37 “CTapiJH pOMaTH3M CTpeMHJICfl 0CB060/IHTb JIHHHOCTb, -  HO 
TOJibKo HCKJHOHHTejibHO repoHHecityio, -  o t TOJinbi; HaTypaJIH3M, CHHTan ee 
6e3HafleacflHO nommHeHHoft TOJine, KOTopaa ynpaBJiaeTca 3aKOHOM 
hoSxozihmocth h TeMH, kto Jiyuuie Bcero yMeeT H3BJieKaTb ce6e nonb3y H3 
3Toro 3axoHa [...] HOBopoMaHTH3M (i.e., Ukrainian Modernism) CTpeMHTCH 
oceo6odum b Auunocmb 0 cumou m oAne, pacuiupum b ee n paea , aaTb eft 
B03M0XCH0CTb HaXOflHTb Ce6e nono6HHX, HJ1H eCJIH OHa HCKJIIOHHTeJIbHa H 
npn tom aKTHBHa, aaTb eft cjiyuaft B03BbimaTb k CBoeMy ypoBHio apyrnx, a 
He noHHXcaTbca no hx ypOBHB, ne 6bimb 0 aAbm epnam uoe oennozo  
n pa 0cm 0 eHHozo odunonecm oa uau  npaocmoeHHOu Ka3apubi”  (Ukrainka 1966,
192; author’s italics).
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political power and its institution as the principal means of self-understanding in 

relation to the emerging egalitarian order of social organization and the novel 

manner of conceptualizing the relation between individuals and society (cf. 

Wagner 21; 26-28).

Herbert Gans’ description of high culture (1999)38 as a separate type of 

cultural production that is characterized by its creator-oriented bias because it 

sanctions the values and ideals espoused by professional artists, critics, and 

scholars is helpful here to elucidate what the Ukrainian modernists perceived as 

‘high’ culture. They envisioned it as an educationally transmitted culture that 

endorsed the values and ideals of the Ukrainian West-European oriented 

intelligentsia, namely nationalism, individualism and the cult of aesthetism in 

pursuit of one’s absolute intellectual and spiritual growth. As Gans observes, the 

cohort of artistic intelligentsia claims expertise in the intellectual and aesthetic 

field because of its special training and skills. Consequently, high culture, in the 

view of this scholar, focuses exclusively on the “construction of cultural products, 

such as the relationships between form, substance, method, and overt content and 

covert symbolism, among others [...] ” (Gans 1999, 101). Its standards demand 

rigorous intellectual inquiry and extensive competence from the audience by 

placing “high value on the careful communication of mood and feeling, on 

introspection rather than action, and on subtletly, so that much of the culture’s 

content can be perceived and understood on several levels” (Gans 1999, 101-102).

According to Gans, high culture is concerned predominantly with the 

exploration of abstract social, political, and philosophical questions and 

fundamental aspects of the human condition. It differs from the other ‘taste 

cultures’ because its creators, due to their extensive training and specialized 

education, more systematically and more intensively address complex and 

difficult societal assumptions and issues, often seeking to explain the essentials of

38 In general, I found his analysis of the relationship between different taste 
cultures and structures in contemporary American society to be very informative.
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human existence (Gans 1999, 103-104). In fact, because of its creator-orientation, 

high culture ignores the values of the audience while enforcing a belief that “the 

creator’s intentions are crucial,” and thus, by privileging the creators rather than 

the audience, “makes it easier for them to create [...]” (Gans 1999, 76). In 

particular, I recollect Kotsiubyns’kyi’s articulation of concerns regarding the 

content of the new literature, which he ultimately conceptualized as a complex 

intellectual enterprise focused on exploring diverse aspects of Ukrainian reality 

while also delving into thorny philosophical, psychological, historical, and social- 

political issues (cf. Kotsiubyns’kyi’s letter to Mymyi from February 10, 1903; 

Kotsiubyns’kyi 1974, 280). His discourse suggests that the Ukrainian modernist 

intelligentsia decided to introduce the conflict o f different taste cultures as part of 

their struggle to create the high national culture and to establish themselves as the 

creators of cultural values.

Coming ‘late’ on the European scene,39 having recognized the economical, 

political, and cultural advances of the West, the Ukrainian modernists vigorously 

pursued the establishment and maintenance of a high national culture. Moreover, 

in their discourses, cultural activities were construed as a means of enabling the 

elites to mobilize the masses, naturally leading to the conceptualization of the 

national culture as the most important element of Ukrainian national identity (cf. 

Jusdanis 2001, 59). Once again, this is exemplified by Kotsiubyns’kyi’s 

engagement in issues concerning the organization of public entertainment (1974, 

103-117). Therefore, the modernist struggle to create and promote the cultural 

production of the artistic ‘elites’ as central in safeguarding and representing the 

collective identity assisted also the politicization of Ukrainian culture. The 

boundary between ‘high’ and ‘low,’ ‘traditional’ and ‘modem’ was also

39 The implications of this ‘belatedness’ are cogently elucidated by Jusdanis 
(2001, 102-133). Goodall (1995) offers an informative historical analysis of the high and 
popular (mass) culture debate in the European intellectual tradition. In addition, Bourdieu 
(1984) has elaborated an excellent theorization of this intricate relationship.

154

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



politicized thereby becoming a constitutive boundary of social identity (peasant 

[selianyn] vs. intelligent [intelihent]).

Peter Goodall has claimed that culture “always becomes a burning issue in 

times of perceived change and conflict” (1995, xv). The attempt of Ukrainian 

modernists to construct and popularize ‘high art’ in their society is but another 

confirmation for the validity of this insight. Ukrainian modernist endeavors were 

inspired by their desire to valorize modernism while safeguarding their own 

‘ethnic’ tradition (cf. also Jusdanis 2001, 100). Since the necessity to distinguish 

between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art in Ukraine resulted not only from class 

differentiations, but also from a fear for the integrity of the national ideal and an 

anxiety over the success of the experimental, new literature on the Ukrainian 

market,40 it is logical to assume that their attempt to belittle the realist-populist 

tradition by ascribing it a ‘lowbrow’ status was another strategic mechanism that 

aided the modernist effort to re-define the relationships of power in the cultural 

field.

Gans has claimed that the prestige of high culture “derives from its 

historical alignment with the elite, [...] and from the status of its own public and 

its claim to cultural experise, which is legitimated by the many creators, critics, 

and scholars in its public. In this way, the standards of high culture receive more 

deference” (1999, 143). The significance of this is that the formation of an 

audience in addition to the application of the standards of high culture in print, 

university, and other social institutions, makes those standards more visible (cf. 

Gans 1999, 143). Essentially, this is why I interpret the Populist-Modemist debate 

in fin-de-siecle Ukraine as a political ‘conflict,’ centered on the issues of national

40 Particularly informative in this respect is Kotsiubyns’kyi’s correspondence 
with Mymyi, Kobylians’ka, Kobryns’ka, and other Ukrainian intellectuals. In his letters, 
he explicitly poses the issue of creating an audience and expanding the market for 
modernist literary production by promoting the publication of the new literary 
production, while also catering to the taste of Ukrainian readership (cf. Kotsiubyns’kyi 
1974, 223; 226-7; 280-1; 283; 292).
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identity, its content, and the appropriate methods of its symbolical representation.

A close examination of the arguments presented by the opposing sides, clearly

suggests that the dispute involved primarily issues of values and power relations

whereby the modernist Ukrainian intelligentisa explicitly questioned the values

and relations of power encoded in the artistic production of the more

conservatively oriented representatives of the ‘older’ generation. In this respect,

the critique of prosvita (educational, popular) culture elaborated by the

modernists is a typical defensive strategy, “constructed to protect the cultural and

political privileges of high culture” (cf. Gans 1999, 77).

Within this frame of reference, the cultural formation the modernists

proposed comprised of “those practices by means of which moral regulation

aimed at giving unitary and unifying expression of what are in reality multifaceted

and differential experiences of groups within society” (cf. Ong 1996, 738). For

example, the aesthetic experience evoked by the masterful play with language and

form in Ukrainian modernist literature, Ievshan sees as a mechanism of social

cohesion. The impressionistic approach to life in his view offers the readers a

complete and undisturbed emotional experience of national identity by affecting

one’s “inner psychological space” (Craib 1998):

The artist is not the master of content, but the content rules over her; the 
artist is just an obedient, deprived of will tuning fork. The artist touches 
it to her ear and from this contact flows to her the essence of words. 
Actually, the mood flows. It gives [the creator] opportunity to sense the 
slightest vibrations, to capture the imperceptible nuances. With delicacy 
and precision of description, she is capable to convey the exceptionality 
or dullness [of her sensations] and to recreate the entire atmosphere of 
her experiences. What ultimately captivates one’s spirit is the intimate 
tone, the proximity to real speech, which otherwise might not be 
noticeable in the replication of concrete images.41

41 “He apTHCT naHOM nay 3m1ctom, a 3M icT naH ye H aa hhm -  fto r o  p o n a  
3BOflHTbcx flo  n o c jiy u iH o r o  no36aB JieH oro  BOJii KaMepTOHy. B iH  x a ft TiJibKH 
npHJioxcHTb cboc B y x o  -  3 y c ix  p e u e ft  nom iH H e a o  H boro ix  gctbo. I toh H acTpiu  
xuhcho njiHBe. B iH  a a e  3M ory  Bi/m yTH  HaftTOHmi /ip o x c a m ix , jiobhth HaftMeHiui 
B ijm iiK H . 3  fleJiixaT H icT io  Ta TOHKicrio MajuoHKa M oxcHa nojiyuH T H  i  f io r o  
acK paB icT b, i  flocazm icT b  Ta BiflTBopHTH B cio f io r o  a T M o ccfep y , m o  yH ocH T bca Haa
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One detects similar intention in Kostiubyns’kyi’s illumination of 

modernist literature’s objective as a “reflection of each moment in life [...] free 

from duty to represent the mundane of peasant life, but accurately representing 

the lifestyle of all social classes” (Kostiubyns’kyi 1974, 292).

At the time when the modernists declared their ambitions to become 

national leaders, “an excessive focus on regional cultures” was not any longer 

desired, because, as Herzfeld has proposed for the Greeks, “[...] [it would then] 

undercut the universalist claims of a modernizing elite” (cf. 1997, 98). Seen in 

this light, the nationalism of Ukrainian modernists displays characteristics similar 

to the Greek nationalism, and perhaps, to the nationalist projects of other local 

elites, who had to struggle to represent their politically ‘marginalized’ 

communities in front of the larger, international world. “As a result,” writes 

Herzfeld, “local elites find themselves between a rock and a hard place: they 

cannot afford to admit to the international community the existence of internal 

disunities, yet their refusal to acknowledge such fissures saps their credibility 

before knowledgeable audiences at home and abroad.” Under such circumstances, 

the anthropologist argues, “the political marginality and the idea of historical 

centrality are bound tightly together: tradition is the nourishment o f  national 

identity [...]” (1997, 92; italics mine).

The expression of this modernist ambition is evident in the numerous 

critical discourses that interpret high culture as central to the experience of 

nationality, and respectively see harmony as the ‘job of culture,’ granted that such 

unison was achieved not through “a consensus of the parts, work[ing] through 

with compromise,” but the surrender of the autonomy of what the modernist 

creative intelligentsia considered outdated, marginal, and uncharacteristic 

elements of the modem individual and collective ‘psyche’ (cf. Goodall 1995, 19).

h u m . A H afi6 ijib m e npoM OBJixe TyT n o  a y rn i -  to c e  iiiTHMHicTb TOHy, 6jiH3KicTb 
jHonchKo'i m obh , a x y  MoxceMO H en a u e  b a u y r a  b  nep eK Jiaa i Ha KOHKperai o6pa3H ” 
(Ievshan 1912, qt. in Muchin 129).
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Their strongest argument, indeed, became the claim that the culture they created 

represented the whole life of the Ukrainian society. Indeed, as their harsh 

criticism of the populist ‘mass’ culture suggests, they saw the realist uncritical 

emulation of the vernacular culture as a threat to the development and vigor of 

modem Ukrainian national culture. The new national culture envisioned by the 

Ukrainian modernists was hierarchically organized, entailing stable criteria for 

aesthetic evaluation and distinction against which the values and power relations 

represented in previous artistic production were explicitly questioned.

The critique of the ‘mass’ culture (including the ‘invented’ folk culture 

propagated by Ukrainophiles, populists, and so on) attacked predominantly the 

conservative political values of mainstream realist literature and art, encouraging 

exploration of different aspects of human behavior, which previously were not 

problematized or even noted (e.g., eroticism, feminism, the conflictual experience 

of identity, etc.). The liberalization of content, thus, was predicated on the 

necessity of creators to express and impose new standards and new values. 

Henceforth, the issues of what constituted cilivilized ways surfaced as a prime 

theme in Ukrainian modernist belles letters and criticism. The modernists, in 

other words, identified a knot of ideas that they considered suitable themes for 

high art, imposing in this way distinctions that sustained social stratification in the 

Ukrainian cultural-political space. Essentially, the modernist thematic concerns 

expressed the anxiety of the patriotically minded intelligentsia over its inadequate 

status as a colonially dominated and locally contested national-cultural leadership. 

Therefore, the problem of defining and protecting the originality of the Ukrainian 

national identity became also a focal point of their literary and aesthetic quests. 

As a result, the ‘civilized’ ways and behavior of the free creative individual for 

them represented the new mode of thinking, experiencing, and writing about the 

Ukrainian nation.

In my view, discussions on the principles of nationality elaborated by 

authors as Sriblians’kyi, Kapustians’kyi, Hruschyns’kyi (1911) and others, reveal
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consistent concerns with the definition of the Ukrainian nation’s members as 

subjects ‘located’ within different power structures. Kapustians’kyi’s discussion 

on the right of self-determination is particularly interesting for he insisted that the 

exercise of this right was a sign of social maturity. The critic recognized the 

change of nationality according to strong feelings of belonging as a supreme act 

of self-integrity, strong will and wisdom. According to him, individual 

consciousness, honor and emotional attachment should be the factors to influence 

one’s choice of nationality. He pointed to the fact that nationality was not a fixed 

category, and to exercise the right of national identification required a lot of 

courage and determination (Kapustians’kyi 1910: 466-75). In the same line of 

thought, worthy of note is Ukrainka’s interest in the issue of political ethics. In 

1903, she wrote an article, entitled “Zamitky z pryvodu statti ‘Polityka i Etyka’,'> 

(Ukrainka 1977, 253-256) that argued with M. Hankevych about the relationship 

between political terror, humanism and justice. In addition, I think that 

Vynnychenko offered the most consistent engagement with the issue of ‘civilized 

conduct.’ His principle of ‘honesty with oneself and his entire life-style as well 

as the aesthetic disposition associated with it epitomize the ethos of the ‘new’ 

Ukrainian citizen. In Voronyi’s view, Vynnychenko’s intellectual interests 

focused on unravelling “social-communal conflicts, the undermining of traditional 

life’s foundations, the re-evaluation of old values, merciless analysis of the 

tormented [...] mind of the intelligent, the struggle to preserve one’s 

individuality, and the formation of the new avantgarde.”42 His artistic method 

allowed the writer if not to resolve his characters’ moral dilemmas, at least to 

reveal their true sources: “honesty with oneself, which manifests itself most 

profoundly in the cultured and sophisticated individual.”43 As Voronyi acclaimed,

42 “cou iajibH O -rpoM aacbK i KOH(jwiiKTH, pyflnyBaH H a niaBaJiHH C Taporo  
xcHTTa, n e p e n iin o B a m w  cT ap n x  u in n ocT eH , 6e30iuaaH H H  aH ani3 p o 3 6 h to I  
pecpJiexcaM H  iH TejiireHTCbKoi ztyrni, 6 opoT b 6 a  3a  in /U B iayajibH icT b i  cpopM yBaH na  
a B a n ra p a y  hobhx chji” (V o r o n y i 1996, 484).

43 “uecmcTb 3 caMHM co6ok>, m a MO*e Habyra HaHbijibino'i cBiaoMoeri i
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Vynnychenko’s method was not a superficial cosmetic alteration of previous 

models and prescribed morality, but a way to upset, dislocate, and change 

traditionalized aesthetic and social norms (Voronyi 1996, 487).

In this manner, the divide between the high and the low cultural 

production maintained and utilized by the Ukrainian modernists in their 

evaluative practices of Ukrainian realist-populist literature, supported also the 

crystallization of a specific version of Ukrainian national identity, which aimed at 

‘transcending’ the limitations of local history and geography. It stressed the role 

of imagination and emotional intersubjectivity (i.e., the shared sense of cultural 

identity) over the attachments to concrete places and the collective (‘the people’). 

Because it articulated an essentially sophisticated, liberated, and modem ideal of 

‘self,’ the modernist intellectual nationalism successfully linked the Ukrainian 

national identity with the ‘high’ European culture and philosophy.44

As Ong has noted, becoming a citizen “depends on how one is constituted 

as a subject who exercises or submits to power relations” (1996, 738). To 

transform individuals into citizens, was thus preconditioned on the development 

of what Foucault has identified as “the modem attitude”, i.e., “an attitude of self

making in shifting fields of power that include the nation-state and the wider 

world1’ (qt. in Ong 1996, 738; italics mine). It appears to me that the consciously 

cultivated bohemian image and lifestyle, the rebellious temperament, and the 

scornful attitute to the populist revival of the vernacular tradition provide 

evidence for the subversive power of the modernist social engineering and sense 

of ‘self.’ One cannot ignore also the explicit relation between Ukrainian feminism 

and modernism, for the majority of initiators, and the most outspoken ideologues 

of Ukrainian feminism participated in the popularization of Modernism in 

Ukraine. They actively engaged in the public discussions, promotion, and

H a n K p a iu o r o  B npa3y TijibKH b  j i k w h h h  B H iuoro x y jib T y ” (Voronyi 1 9 9 6 ,  4 8 4 ) .

44 Goodall elaborates cogently on the significance of this nationalizing strategy 
( 1 9 9 5 ,  9 6 ) .
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explication of its aesthetic ideology, and/or publishing of modernist experimental 

prose. Examples are profuse, to mention but a few: Kobryns’ka, Ukrainka, 

Kobylians’ka, etc. The issue is an important one, although I will not indulge in a 

theoretical exploration of this topic here. Worthy of mentionning are some 

probing steps into this area, undertaken by Pavlychko (1996, 83-103) and 

Tamawsky (1994). However, I would like to note that the issue of ‘civilized 

ways’ surfaced in the polemics between Efremov and the Ukrainian modemsists 

in 1903 through the discourses of Ukrainka. Her letters show a deep emotional 

concern with the “improper tone” of Ieffemov, and offer an implicit criticism of 

his masculine arrogance. “It costs me a lot of effort [to control myself] and not 

become sarcastic and insulting. I tried to avoid showing this. I want my response 

to be calm, distinguished from [Iefremov’s] pueritlity (bursachynnyj by its almost 

‘courtly’ tone.”45 In this sense, Ukrainka engages in a subtle attempt to undermine 

the conventionally accepted model of male-female relationships and endorse a 

new, more civilized mode of comunication based on courtesy, mutual respect, and 

the recognition of women’s equal status 46

I think it is necessary at this point to make a note about the notion of 

civility as it was constructed and manipulated by the Ukrainian modernists. 

However, before continuing with the analysis of this notion, I ought to make a 

point regarding the use of the terms ‘civil society’ and ‘civility,’ in light of current 

debates about the viability of these concepts and their usefulness (cf. Kumar 1993, 

Hall 1995, Rouner 2000, Edwards 2001, Chanders and Kymlicka 2002). 

Refraining from taking any sides, let me begin by stating that both notions are 

used here in their broadest sense, in most cases defined according to the

45 “EaraTO Bnaep^CKH MeHe KOHiTyBa.no, mo6 He BnacTH b  capxa3M i He 
nouaTH h co6i «n3BHTb», Ta a  nocTapajiacb Toro He po6hth. Si xouy, mo6 mob 
BiZHIOBiflb Ofl6HBaJia CBOIM CnOKiHHHM, HaBHTb «pHUapCKHM» TOHOM Bifl TOl flHKOl
«6ypcaHHHHH»” (Letter to O. Kosach from February 7, 1903; Ukrainka 1966, 131).

46 Cf. also Ukrainka’s letters to her mother (February 2, 1903), to Kobylians’ka 
(January 24, 1903 and March 12, 1903), and to Pavlyk (March 31, 1903; Ukrainka 1977,

161

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



anthropological and not strictly political usage of the terms. In addition, I agree 

with the position of Michal Buchowski, who maintains that in order for these 

concepts to be effective when applied to different cultural contexts, one must 

explore what these mean in each historical space-time continuum where they were 

formulated and utilized.

There is no doubt that “individuals share some moral values and pursue 

their internalized goals via largely established institutions” (Buchowski 1996, 80). 

On the grounds of such normative consensus, civil society arises as the sphere 

which Hegel first located in-between “the family and the state” (qt. in Buchowski 

1996, 80). As a result, two are the “prototypical possibilities” as Buchowski 

points out: “either the interests of the state and society converge, or they are in 

conflict” (1996, 80). More importantly, however, that does not mean that the 

formed free associations have to be explicitly political. According to Buchowski, 

“the anthropological concept of civil society is broader [since] it regards as part of 

civil society the formation of common-interest groups that are not overtly 

political” (1996, 81). In the light of Foucault’s concept of transactional reality, the 

contemporary Polish anthropologist suggests that “the contours of [civil society] 

are inherently variable and open to constant modification” thereby rendering an 

alternative definition of the notion, which reads as follows: “Civil society is a [...] 

technology of governing and at the same time a mode of exerting pressure on the 

power of the state” (Buchowski 1996, 82-3). Although fairly vague, the advantage 

of his definition is that it opens a space for revision of fossilized Western 

theoretical concepts that do “not always fit in different cultural contexts,” and 

thus are of limited use (Buchowski 1996, 83).

Ukrainka’s epistolary oeuvre, suggests that Ukrainian modernists adopted 

the standard West European understanding of civility, which strongly accentuated 

the association of civility with courtly manners and ‘good’ (polite) behavior. 

Having said that, I hasten to point out that in the view of Ukrainian modernists the

2 8 ;  2 9 - 3 5 ;  4 5 - 5 1 ) .
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notion of civility began to represent primarily a complex of cultural-political 

ideals that defined the personality of the true Ukrainian patriot. Therefore, it was 

articulated in relation to requirements of social participation and accountability. 

Let me recall again Vynnychenko’s principle of ‘honesty with oneself,’ which 

presupposed honesty in recognizing one’s Ukrainian identity and struggle to 

guard it from colonial coercion and intimidation. The best illustration of this point 

is the participation of Vynnychenko in the political struggle for Ukraine’s national 

liberation. In this respect, the modernist writer himself offered a prime example of 

a true Ukrainian patriot. I interpret the self-awareness of Ukrainian modernists as 

the ultimate modernizing agency in both Ukrainian culture and society, and their 

promotion of the ‘modernist’ habitus as a manifestation of the ‘civility’ they 

championed, an idea that to some degree motivated their attempts to alter the 

collective identity as a psychological force to serve further the political and social 

needs of the Ukrainian nation. Accordingly, the gradual naturalization of the 

national identity as a core social value and the reification of the concept of the 

Ukrainian nation as the psychodynamic complex that linked the individual to the 

world order by defining and securing above all one’s personal identity became the 

ultimate goal of their modernizing project.

Anthony Cohen’s discussion of personal nationalism is also pertinent here. 

It will help me reveal the nature of modernist efforts to instill national identity as 

a subjective corporeal experience. Cohen maintains that nationalism is so elusive 

a concept that if it is not ‘located’ in the subjective living experiences of the 

person, it becomes a theoretical absurdity. In his view, “personal nationalism 

expresses the idea that people refract their identities as ‘nationals’ through their 

own selfhood.” Of course, he quickly adds that personal identity does not 

“exclude the proposition that [people] may also construct their selfhood to express 

what they perceive to be the qualities and components of their national identities.” 

Thus, he argues that the heart of personal nationalism is “the embodiment of 

national interests in the self, and inherent in one’s very experience of the world”

1 6 3
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(Cohen 2000, 161). His definition of personal nationalism reads: “That is the 

construction of nation in terms o f self, or the identity o f  nation and self ’ (Cohen 

2000, 163; Italics mine).

It seems to me that this form of nationalism is what Sriblians’kyi and other 

Ukrainian modernists espoused when articulating that: “The nationality we aspire 

is of predominantly ethical nature. [...] Ukrainianness must serve as an 

imperishable value. Ukrainianness, in my view, if seen in a moral perspective, 

must be the guarding of truth, that is to say, it must secure individual freedom.”47 

Succinctly put, while the romantics and the populists ‘invented’ the ‘Ukrainian 

People’ as a distinctive albeit anonymous ‘collective body,’ the modernists turned 

the ‘people’ into a nation by singling out the individual as the building block of 

the collective unit. They constructed “the nation in terms of self’ by ensuring the 

status of the creative individual as a new role model and an example of a civilized 

conduct. This became an essential part of their identity and cultural politics. 

Respectively, Modem Art and more specifically literature, they saw as an 

indispensable means in achieving this goal.

In a sense, the modernist national ideal can be briefly described in terms of 

a committement “to the common liberty of our people,” which, as Viroli remarks, 

“means that if our country is unfree we have to work to make it free instead of 

leaving to look for liberties elsewhere, and if  we are forced to leave, we have to 

continue to work in order to be able to go back to live in freedom with our 

fellows” (cf. Viroli 1995, 9). Respectively, the notion of ‘civic virtue’ was 

interpreted as capability “to stand up for the defence of common liberty and 

rights” (cf. Viroli 1995, 10). For example, Vynnychenko reacted with an 

excmciating desperation to the Russian government’s repressive politics. On 

February 2, 1915, the eminent Ukrainian writer wrote in his diary:

47 “ H a i f io H a j ib H ic T b  n o  a x o i  n p a r a e M ,  M a e  B e jiH u e3 H H H  eTHHHHH 3 M ic T b . [ . . . ]  

y K p a iH b C T B O  H a rn e  M y c n T b  B H C T ynuT H  j i k  B iu n a  iu H H ic T b . Y K paiH bC T B O , n o  M o e M y , 

B eTH H H O M y p 0 3 y M iH H i M yC H Tb C T aT b B o 6 o p O H y  iCTHHH, n e 6 -T O  -  CB060flH  JUOffHHH
” (Sriblians’kyi 1910c: 735).
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Everything is prohibited in Kyiv, absolutely everything that can be 
banned. The word ‘Ukrainian’ even appears to be illegal. The minister of 
international affairs, S. D. Sazonov, in his pompous speech called us 
traitors in front of the entire Russia and the world. Our aspirations and 
our suffering before the whole world he called swindling [...] We are 
worried, [...] each one of us is overwhelmed by a heavy foreboding 
which ceases the heart: difficult, frustrating, pernicious struggle awaits 
us [...] I have no mood for writing. It is depressing to wait but there is 
nothing else I could do.48

Ukrainka in a letter to M. P. Kosach, also reveals her innermost thoughts

about the fate of her country. Her angst strongly resonates with the above cited

emotionally charged personal discourse of Vynnychenko.

I often see, [...] imagine that my hands and neck are covered with
bloody marks, which the chains of colonialism have left and I am
ashamed because everyone can see these scars, and I am ashamed for
myself before [other] sovereign nations [...] When I move to Ukraine, I
become even more restless, losing the last residue of repose I have. But

49that worries me not. Now we need not to strive for peace.

The new function of literature as the expression of national culture and the 

most important institutional tool for making national citizens is clearly manifested 

in the works published in Ukrains ’ka khata. In this respect, Sriblians’kyi’s articles 

on the function of literature as a national institution and Kapustians’kyi’s 

discourse on the right of the individual to national self-determination could be 

considered the most outspoken articulations of the cultural and identity politics

48 “Y KhcbI Bee 3a6opoHeHO, Bee, mo MoatHa 3a6opoHHTH. Cjiobo ‘yKpaiHepb’ 
HaBiTb BBaacaeTbca iieao3BOJieHHM. MimcTep 3aKopaoHHHX cnpaB C. fl. Ca30HOB y 
CBo'ift ypouHCTiH npoMOBi nepea ycieio Pocieio i niJiiM cbItom Ha3BaB Hac 
3anpoaaHimMH, nepea yciM cBiTOM Harni nparaeHHa, Hami BncTpaacaani 3ao6yTKH 
Ha3BaHO MomeHCTBOM. [...] Mh Bci 6aabopnMOca, byayun pa30M, a b KoacHoro, 
MabyTb, TaacKHM nepeauyTTHM cTncKyeTbca ceppe: Baacxa, pyimyioHa, imuaJinBa 
6opoTb6a cToiTb nepea naMu [...]. I HeMa TOHy aym i pan nncaHHa. HyaHo, Taacico 
acaaTH, a m noro 6ijibme He MoacHa Tenep” (1980, 151).

49 “M em He pa3 BHaaeTbca, [. . .] Mem BnaaeTbca, mo Ha pyicax i Ha mm  y 
MeHe b h h h o  uepBOHi cjiian, mo HaTHpajiH KahaaHH Ta apMO HeBOJii, 6o Bci SanaTb 
Ti'i cjiian, i Mem copoM 3a ce6e nepea BiJibHHM HapoaoM [Austrians] [...] npniay 
Ha YKpamy, t o ,  neBHe, MeHe me rocTpime aifiMaTHMe i cTpauy a  ocTaTHih cnoxiH, 
aKHH TaM y MeHe m e 6yB, Ta aapMa. 9l o  h m  He acypioca. He npo cnoKih Tpeba HaM 
Tenep a6aTH” (Ukrainka 1966, 145).
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adopted by the modernists. The principle understanding of both Ukrainian 

theorists is that national identity is expressed in the national culture sanctioning 

the values and dispositions of the European-oriented Ukrainian intelligentsia. The 

making of national citizens, therefore, they saw as a fundamental task of literary 

and other cultural production, convinced that it assisted the complex processes of 

national self-determination and collective naming (“inclusion of national selves 

and exclusion of cultural and political others;” cf. Carey-Webb 1998,4).

Bearing this in mind, it is not surpring that Sriblians’kyi demanded a 

literature that could not only name and linguistically identify Ukrainians but more 

importantly, have the capacity to integrate the Ukrainian people by offering 

persuasive psychological models of civilized behavior and patriotic conduct, 

deeply rooted in the social, political, and historical practices of the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia. The modernist habitus then was propagated as the most germane 

experience of both the modem self and Ukrainian national identity. It was 

established in opposition to the populist-realist representations and ‘revival’ of 

Ukrainian traditional culture, which to the West European oriented Ukrainian 

intelligentsia offered a baseline for evaluating the change they tried to enforce. As 

they assessed it, the substitution of the ‘mass’ produced, re-invented ‘folk’ culture 

as the benchmark of Ukrainianness with modernist high culture and the habitus 

associated with it, was a significant shift firstly because the modernists engaged in 

an even more aggressive demarcation of the ethnic boundaries between Russians 

and Ukrainians. In this way, they declared the exclusive rights of Ukrainian 

intellectuals to rule over the field of cultural production in the territories inhabited 

by Ukrainian speaking people, investing their position with prestige and power. 

The modernist critical quests, whose prey became the older generation of writers 

and poets, namely the realists and the populists, thus served to enhance their high 

social standing within the national community, and their authority to represent the 

nation both for insiders and outsiders alike. From such a perspective, it seems 

only logical that Ukrainian modernists talked about ‘cultural aristocratism’ and
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struggled to break away from the ‘primitive’ ethnographic tradition, i.e., the

popular ‘mass’ culture.

In his article “Apoteoza. . .” Sriblians’kyi highlighted the unacceptability 

of the realist cultural production, pointing to the fact that, as he wrote: “The 

populists [realists] create culture not for the nation but for the people [...] They 

propagate as national culture that which they would not allow in their homes. 

They are creating culture of elements that they themselves would not let into their 

house.”50 His reaction to the realist tradition was based on the rebuke of 

literature’s utilitarian function (as a tool for promoting literacy among the peasant 

masses). Sriblians’kyi’s different understanding of literature as a national 

institution to express, enhance and strengthen unity and collective solidarity 

among different strata of the society inspires his poignant rhetoric (1909d: 420).

Let us recall that Sriblians’kyi criticized the populist-realist position as 

reductive, arguing that the function of literature was to communicate the 

experiences of the entire range of diverse social groups inhabiting the Ukrainian 

historical space (Sriblians’kyi 1909d: 421). Thus, the modernist critic voiced his 

concern with the making of national subjects. His rhetoric of inclusion and 

exclusion was straightforward: Ukrainians were not Russians and he discarded as 

outdated the necessity of negotiating such a boundary. In tune with 

Mikhnovs’kyi’s radical pronouncements, which asserted the self-right of 

Ukrainians to an independent existence and called for “a battle” to win their own 

freedom as “people, as citizens, as members of a free nation” (Mikhnovs’kyi 

1900, 213), Sriblians’kyi too proclaimed the necessity of the Ukrainian people’s 

political liberation. Although his articulation was not as explicitly political as that 

of Mikhnovs’kyi, Sriblians’kyi’s aesthetization of Ukrainianness epitomized by 

the “language of [the] free people,” stemmed from the same sentiments and

50 “[••■] TBopaTb xyjibTypy He HJia Hapii, a h j ih  iiapopy i no- Hapo/nibOMy. 
[...] B TiMTO i pin, mo yKpameu nponarye ana HapioHajibHoi KyjibTypn Te, mo ftoro 
caMoro He BpoBOJiae. Byaye xyjibTypy t b k h x  ejieMeHTiB, b k h x  h I k o j ih  He nycTHTb
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political agenda. For example, reacting to Semenko’s radically experimental

poetics, Sriblians’kyi voiced the following thoughts:

The future language will be a language of free people, not the limited 
scale of sounds [produced] by a degenerate. Let us become free people -  
then we will have a free, musical, and supple language which will ring 
forth in a symphony of magical sounds. This language will shine and 
blaze in one’s eyes, will astound by the beauty of its gestures, will entrall 
the body with bliss. The future language is Beauty. The future life is 
Beauty. This will be the language that will echo from the mouths of free 
people [...]” (qt. in Ilnytzkyj 1997, 8-9; Italics mine).

The critic severely disowned the narrow nationalism of his predecessors

by regarding the realist-populist prosvita ideology as an obsolete and futile

method for resolving the Ukrainian national problem. Associating the realists-

populists with the Ukrainophiles, the critic abhored the type of autonomy

demanded by the latter. Deeming the Ukrainophile position an expression of a

false patriotism and anti-democratism, Sriblians’kyi was quick in accusing its

advocates of sycophancy and betrayal of the Ukrainian national ideal by serving

the assimilatory agenda of the Russian government.

In politics, [the Ukrainophiles] demand autonomy shouting at their 
numerous meetings while in fact, they participate in the Russian political 
parties, which fight against Ukrainian autonomy. They crawl into anti- 
Ukrainian journals and newspapers, promoting the literature of Russian 
centralists and supporting the ideology of Russian centralism, [...] 
nonetheless claiming that they demand Ukrainian autonomy. They do not 
need political independence [...]. They simply replicate in a foreign 
idiom [the Russian government’s nationalistic] nonsense, without 
organically feeling the meaning of their [own] words.51

co6i b xaTy” (1912a: 354; Italics mine).
51 “y nojiiT H iji T e xc ‘fla fiT e  HaM aBTOHOMiro’ xaxcyT b  Ha cboix ‘hhcjichhx’ 

3 6 o p a x , a caMH n p ap io ioT b  b pociftcbKHX n a p T ix x , m i  np oT i yK pam cbK o'i aBTOHOMii 
b op xT b cx . IIo3ajia3H T b b aH T i-ypK am cbK i xcyp H ajm  i  ra3eTH , po3H ocxT b JiiT epaT ypy  
p o c iiff l ueHTpajiHCTiB, n ifln n p a ioT b  n p a ip o  in e o j io r iB  pociacb C K oro  ueHTpaJiHCMy, i  
[ . . . ]  xa x cy T b  n p o  m y c b  aBTOHOMiio ypicaiH H . He T p e6 a  im i  aBTOHOMii, to  J in m e 3 
u y x to r o  r o j io c y  n e p e x o im jm  H eH apoxoM  i  noBTOpioioTb 6e3CMHCJieHO, He 
BizmyBaioHH opraHHHHO 3M icTy cboix cjiiB ” (1909d: 425).
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In his view, the exclusive focus on social and political issues, without the 

necessary work for the people’s spiritual liberation eroded the power of the 

national ideal. As he contended, the profound interest in the individual’s struggles 

to define her destiny, the rebellion of conscience {protest sovisty) against one’s 

“miserable existence and spiritual delusions,” “the cry of the offended honor, 

which protests against the cruel treatment of the individual, against the crude 

exploitation of one human being by another and [one’s subordination] to the 

tradition, the clericalism, the state, and so on”52 were the true expressions of real 

democratism, an intellectual position and practice that was open to the 

“quintessential problems of individual and social life.” In this context, 

Sriblians’kyi’s was convinced that the problems triggered by the emerging 

internal distinctions and group memberships within the Ukrainian public space 

were more important to tackle than the negotiation of Ukrainian identity in 

relation to Russia.53 Therefore, he proclaimed that the ‘political acculturation’ of 

both the peasant mass and the intelligentsia, who in his view were “below the 

level of the current [European] thought and artistic aspirations” (1909d: 429) was 

of immediate concern.

According to Sriblians’kyi and others, the function of literature as a 

national institution made it an invaluable resource for the creation of a national 

identity to solidify unity within the Ukrainian public space. By assigning to each 

individual the responsibility for self-determination, the critic thus affirmed one’s 

willful choice to become a ‘cultured citizen,’ i.e., an individual who freely and

52 “[...] HiKueMHoro icrayBaHHa, npoTH 3a6jiyzuB ceozo ayxa,” “xpHK 
o 6 p a x c e H o i  uecmu, mo npoTecTye npora  3Hyin,amia Han JuoacbKoio oco6oio, npo™  
flHKo'i eKcnJioTaui'i JiioflHim jiioalm h, 3BHuaaMn, KJiepHKajiH3MOM, aepxtaBoio i T.n.” 
(1909d: 424).

53 Ievshan too lamented the signs of ideological and formal “differentiation” in 
the Ukrainian cultural space (Ilnytzkyj 1997, 22). The modernist critic feared for the 
integrity of the Ukrainian national idea because -  as Ilnytzkyj’s insightful comments 
suggest -  the leading ideologue of Ukrainian modernism saw those as a threat from 
‘inside.’ To him, the situation was more alarming than the threat coming from the 
colonizing politics of the Russian tsarist government (cf. Ilnytzkyj 1997, 24-25).
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creatively contributed to the formation of a future independent Ukrainian state. 

The literature he required was one that prepared his fellow compatriots 

psychologically to accept and fight for their political rights. This literature 

inspired each Ukrainian to demand political freedom. In his view, “Our old 

literature is useless in the struggle for freedom because it does not address the 

core of the issue. Talking about freedom, it is concerned merely with minor forms 

of freedom, incapable of generating those psychological foundations that will 

nurture the power of protest against colonization.”54 Thus, the critic espoused the 

belief that the purpose of literary works was to teach Ukrainian people how to 

think, and how to question and articulate sophisticated visions of their collective 

fate and destiny. Defining nationalism as a moral position, Sriblians’kyi 

approached the problem as a critical moral issue. “The weakness of aesthetics is 

produced by the shortage of ethics” he wrote, further demanding that Ukrainian 

writers engage in the inculcation of European values and norms of civilized 

conduct because, essentially, these values and norms once internalized would 

impel Ukrainians to pursue their independence (1912a: 360). It is not surprising 

that he appealed for the creation of literature that spoke to all social strata. He 

insisted, in accordance with his modernist ethos of individualism, that such 

modem Ukrainian literature be effective in shaping subjective behavior by 

providing works that expressed the complex inner world of the educated 

(cultured) individual with all twists and turns, doubts, conflicts, crises and 

successes in her struggle for self-discovery and self-determination (1909d: 424).

Identification theory, especially in Bloom’s revision, offers a viable model 

for explaining the modernist nationalization practices from a psychological point 

of view. This scholar claims that the perceived threat to national identity is the

54 “HaBiTb hk KJiacoBa, Hama CTapa JiiTepaTypa He CTo'iTh Ha BiunoBiflHift 
bhcotI, 6o xaxcyuH npo BH3BOJieHHe, BOHa TpaKTye npo 30BHiniHi cpopMH 
bo3boJieHHa, He niflroTOBJiiHOHH BHyTpiuiHboro, ncixojiorHHHoro rpyHTH, Ha moMy 
TiJibKH ft moxcho ocHyBaTH CHJiy npoTecTy npoTH 30BHiuiHoi HeBOJii” (1909d: 431; 
italics mine).
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major factor for triggering the internalization of national values, symbols and 

cultural norms. As he writes, “mass mobilization is possible when the individuals 

in the mass share the same identification” (1990, 51). The scholar hastily clarifies 

that “the identification is made [...] with a model that provides the right mode of 

behavior in a situation of threat.” The need for security is gratified through an 

ongoing communication of experiences of anxiety, vulnerability, and 

disadvantage, which in turn, render individuals to feel comfortable and protected 

by acting as a group. The pursued integration of Ukrainian society, in my 

interpretation, was predicated on the actual and alleged threat from Russia, 

suspicion towards Europe, and cynical rejection of the positions of all internal 

‘enemies.’ The specific “projection of enemies” (cf. Vogler 2000) was determined 

by the manner in which Ukrainian modernists experienced their ‘peripherality’ 

both within the Ukrainian historical space and in relation to the world order.

To conclude, it seems to me that the call for freedom from the colonial 

master (Russia) and for international recognition of the Ukrainian nation’s 

singularity and uniqueness, the modernists obscured with the rhetoric of high and 

low cultural production, establishing this opposition as a principle strategy of 

distinction that above all assisted the politicization of Ukrainian culture by 

emphasizing its increased symbolic value as a basic right that “should be placed 

alongside civil and human rights” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 165). In short, the 

distinction between high and low culture served as a major classificatory 

category, which although explicitly aesthetic, served to strengthen Ukrainian 

national identification. It was used to communicate the patriotic intelligentsia’s 

concerns with the centralization imposed by the Russian state and to keep ongoing 

the communication of experiences of anxiety. The boundary between the 

production of high and low culture was thereby ardently maintained because it 

was a constant reminder of the threat to the integrity of Ukrainian cultural and 

national identity.
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3.7. The Treatment of Center and Periphery 

in Ukrainian Modernist Rhetoric
The periphery-center relationship, as some theorists of nationalism have argued, 

presents a key to understanding the dynamics of national self-determination of 

people who stay at ‘the margins’ or, rather, perceive themselves to be located ‘at 

the margins.’ As Cohen (2000) suggests for the Scots, the notion of periphery is 

implied in the presence of the significant Other. In the instance of Scottish 

nationalism, England was imagined as the ‘enemy’ and the relation to the English 

constituted the boundary that determined who belongs and who is excluded from 

membership in the nation. I find similarities between the thinking of Scottish 

nationalists and Ukrainian modernists in the sense that Ukrainian modernists also 

needed a significant Other in relation to which they felt ‘peripheral.’ In their 

theoretical discourse, Europe, in addition to Russia was constructed and 

reconstructed as the significant Other to assist the modeling of Ukrainian national 

identity.

The complex vision of periphery articulated by the modernist national 

ideologues warrants closer analysis. Unlike the Scots, who mainly constructed 

their national identity in relation to a single significant Other -  England, 

Ukrainian modernists operated with at least two different notions of peripherality. 

Thus, Ukrainian modernists developed their aesthetic and political program by 

means of a double resistance: on the one hand, they continued to rebel against the 

dominating cultural production of the Russian colonial power. As a result, they 

vigorously dismissed the once popular, but now already outdated model for 

shaping the Ukrainian national identity, which Magocsi has labeled as “multiple 

loyalities” (1996, 362). This model identified Ukrainians as a culturally distinct 

group within the multiethnic imperial society, but did not seek political 

independence for the Ukrainian nation. The modernists, like Shevchenko before 

denounced this principle to the extreme, both in cultural and political terms. Thus, 

the modernists fervently rejected the political positions of the Ukrainophiles and
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the populists in defense of their own exclusive position. On the other hand, 

because they struggled for power and authority with Ukrainian realists, populists, 

socialists, Marxists, futurists, etc., in order to affirm their position of ‘aesthetic- 

emotional leaders’ of the emergent Ukrainian nation, Europe, in their project, 

sometimes reluctantly, was ‘essentialized’ as the desired Other.

In the instance of Russian-Ukrainian interactions, it is apparent that the 

modernists sought the complete reversal o f the relationship, trying to establish 

Ukrainian high culture as ‘central’ in the Ukrainian national space. This high 

culture was to encompass and impose unity on the ethnic minority cultures 

existing within its scope. For example, Kapustians’kyi in his article on the right to 

individual self-determination also addresses a number of very important questions 

of boundary regulations. Defending the right of the individual to self- 

determination, the critic asserted that prejudiced attitudes toward minority groups 

were psychological and social impediments to the exercise of national rights 

(Kapustians’kyi 1910: 468). He praised tolerance in the relationships between 

different minority communities, explicitly evaluating such behavior as “cultured.” 

From this perspective, Kapustians’kyi recognized the treatment of Jews in the 

Ukrainian lands to be a “weak spot [boliuche mistse],” firmly declaring that anti- 

Semitism was shameful in a democratic and civilized society (1910: 468-69). He 

introduced the distinction between ‘low’ (nyzhchi) and ‘high’ (vyshchi) nations in 

order to criticize ethnic intolerance and bigotry, seeing such narrow-minded 

attitudes as a typical feature of the “psychology of the masses” (Kapustians’kyi 

1910: 471-72). On these grounds, the modernist ideologue argues that the 

individual who dared to stand up to bigotry and discrimination, freely deciding on 

her nationality, deserved the highest respect (Kapustians’kyi 1910: 472-73). 

Ultimately, he espouses the harmonious and peaceful existence of different 

groups within the Ukrainian nation, resolutely maintaining its high status and 

prestige (Kapustians’kyi 1910: 473).
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Since this topic remains tangential to my current concern, it should suffice 

to note that, apparently, the ethnic boundaries the modernists drew were, more or 

less, inclusive in relation to all other cultures and ethnic groups (Jews, Gypsies, 

White Russians, Slovaks, etc.) that dwelled in the Ukrainian lands.55 However, the 

boundary with the Russian (colonializing) culture was strictly exclusive. 

Moreover, the negation of Russian culture was motivated also by the fact that the 

modernists began to perceive the Empire in a position peripheral to Europe, 

assessing it as a ‘backwater’ requiring itself the modernization of its society. In 

their uncompromising renunciation of Russian colonial identity as a measure for 

calibrating their own culture and national identity, we see an attempt to escape the 

prescriptive conditions of a given overbearing identity and its norms. The 

liberation was achieved by means of appropriating the centrality of Russian 

culture and transferring that to ‘high’ Ukrainian culture they were determined to 

create, sanctioning it as a source of national dignity and pride. The reversal is 

clear in Kapustians’kyi’s (1910) and Sriblians’kyi’s (1909b) texts mentioned 

above.

As previously noted, another distinction that proved operational in the 

modernist nationalizing politics was the relationship established with Europe. In 

this context, a more general notion of peripherality, which James W. Fernandez 

has defined as “peripheral wisdom,”56 is worthy of discussion here. Ukrainian 

modernists used it to instill the “political perspective” that assisted the articulation 

of their differences from Europe. Furthermore, it is also possible to see their 

ambivalent attitude as an ‘imported’ model of behavior. Ukrainian modernists by 

means of such detachment posed themselves as part of the European intellectual

55 The modernists’ broadminded attitude is the reverse of the alleged anti- 
Semitism of Ukrainian radical nationalists (cf. Kas’ianov 1993, 109).

56 Cited in Cohen (2000, 166). In the words of Cohen, Fernandez makes the point 
that center and periphery posses different knowledge systems, the former -  as the 
presumed site of power -  being dogmatic and unified, the latter: perspectival, thriving 
upon diversity and multiplicity of individual perceptions. See also Fernandez’s essay
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milieu, and in a sense, enhanced within the Ukrainian community a particular

view of European Modernism that essentially supported their image as cultural

leadership. As Herzfeld (1997) shows, Greek intellectuals essentialized in a

similar manner a particular vision of Europe in order to measure Greek

distinctiveness. The scholar refers to the strategy as “the promotion of particular

self-image and its calibration to a particular reading of Europe.”

Anthony Cohen, in agreement with Fernandez, has maintained that center

and periphery are “not just categorical descriptions of social entity: they also

describe ways of seeing and of knowing to be found throughout society.”

According to this scholar:

Peripheral knowledge, or what [Fernandez] refers to as ‘peripheral 
wisdom’, is predicated on the differences between the peripheral society 
and that to which it is supposedly peripheral. To this extent, peripherality 
implies (and often values) diversity. Yet, the periphery is simultaneously 
an integral part of a larger unit (that to which it is peripheral), and with 
which its condition implies conjunction. This ambivalence characterizes 
social identities and identity-making on the periphery, since fundamental 
to them is the boundary between itself and the centre (Cohen 2000, 166).

From this point of view, it is not surprising that Ukrainian modernists 

were suspicious and very selective about what they imported from Europe. The 

ambivalence of their position57 was occasioned by the need to preserve their 

unique identity while making themselves noticeable in the global ecumene. 

Embodying this perspective was the call to define a Ukrainian style that expresses 

the soul of the Ukrainian people while simultaneously speaking the universal

“Peripheral Wisdom” (in Cohen 2000, 117-144).
57 Fernandez maintains that essential characteristic of peripheral wisdom is the 

ambivalence with respect to the center. As he writes: “A feature of peripheral wisdom, 
therefore, would lie in its recognition of elemental vectors of human experience, and its 
suspicion of complications elaborated in the centre as a form of intellectual privileging.” 
In his view, the ambivalence with respect to the center is triggered by “the desire at once 
to escape the identity constructions of boundedness and, at the same time, to celebrate 
and privilege the separate identity it confers” (2000, 132). According to him, such 
ambivalence produces an awareness of the artificiality of boundaries and their 
“constructedeness” and manipulability, which, as the anthropologists asserts, is an 
inexorable part of the knowledge of peripheral societies (Fernandez 2000, 133).
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language of art (Sriblians’kyi 1911a: 108). In this sense, the modernists had to 

redefine also the frontier with Europe, and this is nowhere more explicit than in 

the writings of Ievshan and Sriblians’kyi. Similar concern surfaced also in the 

writings of Ukrainka and other modernist writers, who addressed the issue of 

Ukrainian identity from the position that the “destiny of Ukrainian national 

culture depend[ed] on its tuning to the world pulse, which can be perceived in 

diverse manifestations.”58

Nevertheless, it was also clear to the new generation of patriots that while 

“culture, along with the nation that creates it, must constantly feel and react to the 

spiritual rhythm and progress of humanity, the best manifestations of human 

genius, are possible only through the uniquely national and the national 

essence.”59 In this sense, Europe, despite the fear of its ‘centrality,’ was cautiously 

constructed as a potentially beneficial Other that allowed the patriots to set 

standards in order to model the ‘civilized,’ cultured individual. It is clear then that 

Ukrainian modernists, particularly at the outset of the 20th century, attempted a 

symbiosis of ‘traditional’ values and ‘modem’ ethics, while at the same time 

denouncing explicit and uncritical identification with peasant culture and the 

ethnographic realism prevalent in modem Ukrainian literature. Their ambivalent 

attitude was expressed in the ultimate desire to reveal the Ukrainian variant of 

universal social tragedies. In their writings, the modernists proposed a criticism of 

their ‘backward’ society while indulging in a search for new ideals, revisiting the 

‘spiritual heritage of Europe,’ avoiding direct association with the technological 

or overtly anti-democratic aspects of its civilization. They offered their 

aestheticized notion of Ukrainianness as a panacea for “the loss of a civic ideal,

58 “flojLH HauioHajibHo'i KyjibTypn 3ajiexcHTb Bizt ii CBiTOBoro pe30HaHcy, 
hkhh Moxce npoaBJiaTHca y Haipi3HOMaHiTHiuiHH cnoci6” (Verves 1996, 72).

59 ‘ToJioBHe: xyjibTypa i napoa, hkhh I'i TBOpHTb, MaiOTb nocTm no Bi/myBaTH 
i pearyBara Ha ayxoHHH phtm i nocTyn JiioflCTBa; HafiBHiui npoaBH JiioacbKoro rem a  
MOXCJiHBi TiJibKH uepe3 HauioHajibHe HenoBTopHe i nauioHaJibHO cyTTCBe” (Verves 
1996, 72).
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the weakness of national self-consciousness, the betrayal by the elites in their 

pursuit of'miserable greed' [...]” because as they saw it, “in the upper spheres of 

society there was the intelligentsia's self-devouring and kowtowing before the 

oppressor, while the lower classes, although morally pure subjectively, were 

almost completely submissive.”60

Although they ‘feared’ Europe and were cautious about the models, 

attitudes, social and aesthetic dispositions imported from there, the early 

Ukrainian modernists compared their society to Western Europe in a positive 

note, determined to “[copy] the powerful Other” in order to subsequently 

“[overcome] this imitation” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 89). The situation slightly changed 

in the middle 1920s because of the yet again changing social, political, and 

historical conditions in Ukraine that led, in the words of Ilnytzkyj, to “[...] the 

culmination of literary and cultural processes begun at the turn of the century” 

(1991:258).

It was not until Khvyl’ovyi wrote his pamphlets, taking a definite stand in 

the heated literary discussion of 1925 that the fear of Europe surfaced as a real 

threat and entered Soviet public discourse as a prime issue (cf. Khvyl’ovyi 1925). 

This perceptible shift and the semantic and structural transformations in the social 

order associated with it, as suggested by Khvyl’ovyi’s writings, was a response to 

the new historical and political developments occurring at the time. The October 

revolution in 1917 established new political parameters -  Soviet communist rule. 

As Frederick Barth has argued: “under new political parameters, new leadership 

positions could be constructed and factional followings could be mobilized by 

appeal to inter-ethnic stereotypes and intra-ethnic interests” (2000, 32). The 

modernist national ideology reified in Khvyl’ovyi’s program for cultural revival

60 “[...]  BTpaTa rpoMancbKoro ineajiy, KBOJiicTb HanioHaJibHoi
caMOCBiflOMOCTi, 3pana BepxiB y noroHi 3a ‘ JiaKOMCTBaMH nemacHHMH,’ 
caMonoxcnpaium iiiTeJiiremui i 3ano6iraHHa n  nepen noHeBOJiioBaneM -  HaBepxy; 
Manace TOTajibHa noKopa xaft i MopajibHO h hcth x  cy6’eKTHBHo HH3iB, -  ocb CHHTe3 
ycix i'i TBopiB” (Verves 1996, 70).
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pursued the construction of a new political position for the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia as an echelon of national resistance against the Soviet communist 

rule. In this respect, I fully agree with Ilnytzkyj’s view that Khvyl’ovyi’s politics 

of culture was clearly modernist in essence as it, apparently, was elaborated as a 

conscious extension of the nationalist project which the critics, writers and poets 

associated with Moloda muza and Ukrains ’ka khata had initiated and 

implemented at the turn of the century. It not only articulated similar goals and 

objectives for the construction of the Ukrainian nation and national idenity, but 

also employed a similar rhetoric and methods of mobilization, insisting on the 

creation of an ‘elitist’ and sophisticated national culture that openly challenged 

and undermined “all manifestations of petty provincialism and crudely ultilitarian 

[art]” (Ilnytzkyj 1991:258).

The writings of Khvyl’ovyi then are also important because they reveal 

the peculiar dynamics of Ukrainian modernist practice which, as previously 

mentioned, attempted disrupting the experience of a ‘current modernity’ through 

the careful revision of the inherited cultural traditions and their alignment to the 

latest developments in the world. The perspective of Khvyl’ovyi is broader than 

that of the earlier modernists for, as his theory of the Asian Renaissance implies, 

he operated within a larger geopolitical context, envisioning Ukraine as a 

‘spiritual bridge’ between the East and the West (Eurasia, cf. Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 

259). In fact, Khvyl’ovyi attempted to also widen the social basis of the national 

movement by insisting on the proletarization of Ukrainian national culture. This is 

a very significant change, which also affected his definition of the political ideal 

and the associated with it version of Ukrainian national identity. In the next 

section I will elucidate some of the most important differences from antecedent 

modernist articulations of the Ukrainain nation that transpired in Khvyl’ovyi’s 

politics of culture and identity definition.
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3.8. KhvyPovyi’s Cultural Nationalism:

Ukrainian Modernism as Ideologiekritik
The starting point of my analysis of Khvyl’ovyi’s contribution to the modernist 

national project is Ilnytzkyj’s remark that “at a time when others were debunking 

Modernism from the point of view of the new Marxist ideology, Khvyl’ovyi saw 

it fit to defend the movement in his Dumky proty techiF (Ilnytzkyj 1991: 258). 

This was an essentially political decision that the patriot deliberately made. A 

cogent understanding of the political implications of Sriblians’kyi’s ‘spiritual 

aristocratism’ and, as he called it, “molodomuzivs ’koi hihantomakhii” 

(Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 224), which the writer evaluated as the most adequate 

intellectual resource for nationalization and mass mobilization, informed his 

particular imagining of the nation. He asserted “certain consonance between his 

position and those of the Modernists” (Ilnytzkyj 1991: 259) as a strategy of 

distinction that secured continuity in the development of the Ukrainian national 

movement. In his view, Ukrainian modernism was a singular “natural 

phenomenon” that characterized historical periods preceding an imminent 

national-cultural revival (Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 224). Thus, Khvyl’ovyi’s acceptance 

of the modernist inheritance motivated his particular manipulation of the 

modernist position in order to affirm his novel national-cultural agenda.61

The consciously constructed similarity with the preceding generation of 

Ukrainian modernists assisted Khvyl’ovyi’s agitation for participation in the 

processes of social change and nation building. By embracing the potential of 

Ukrainian modernism both as an established literary tradition and as a powerful 

position of social criticism to attack the currently experienced socio-economic and 

cultural-political environment (Khvyl’ovyi 93, 224), the critic, on the one hand, 

implicitly proved that the achievement of Ukrainian modernists had been to form

61 Cf. Ilnytzkyj, who acknowledges that the “linkage between art and the national 
question was Khvyl’ovyi’s preeminent issue, one which was also the most politically 
controversial” (1991: 261).
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a readership and to wedge a market niche for their cultural production. In other 

words, his discourses celebrated the success in establishing an autonomous 

Ukrainian artistic and literary field, and a national culture that, as I have tried to 

show, opened space for further legitimation of the Ukrainian nation as a 

discursively constructed, coherent totality (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 46; 88). More 

significantly, however, KhvyFovyi’s criticism demonstrated that Ukrainian 

modernism, as a subversive cultural practice was indeed the most efficient, locally
/ a

generated ‘technology’ of identity definition. On this grounds, the patriot 

attempted to further expand the modernist project, acknowledging that his epoch 

was the next logical step in the development of the Ukrainian national revival 

(Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 234).63

In Khvyl’ovyi’s vision, key factors were needed to bring about the cultural 

revival of the Ukrainian nation: Westernization, de-Russification and a break with 

previous traditions, including the mass literature created by his contemporaries. 

Thus, he wrote:

Ukrainian art must find the highest aesthetic values. And on this path the 
Vorony’s and Ievshan’s were a phenomenon of social importance. For us 
the eminent ‘muzhyk’ Franko, who considers Flaubert to have been a 
fool, is less dear than (let this not be personalia!) the aesthete Semenko, 
this tragic figure against the backdrop of our backward reality 
(Khvyl’ovyi 1926, 273) 64

On the other hand, the writer also used the constructed similarity with 

early Ukrainian modernists in order to undercut the discursive imagining of the

62 Cf. his letters to M. Zerov, Radians ’ke literaturoznavstvo 7 (1990): 3-15 and 8 
(1990): 11-25; also, Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 224; 234; 236. Succinctly put, here Khvyl’ovyi 
admited that Ukrainian modernism had been a “healthy, logical and inevitable stage in 
the process of social differentiation [and] the awakening of new social forces” (qt. in 
Ilnytzkyj 1991: 259).

63 Cf. also Ilnytzkyj’s analysis of Khvyl’ovyi’s letters to M. Zerov (1991: 259- 
262). This scholar suggests that Khvyl’ovyi “attributes extraordinary civic meaning to the 
modernist position, seeing it as a contribution to nationbuilding” (1991: 259).

64 Page citations refer to the abridged English translation in Lindheim and Luckyj 
1996, 269-277.

180

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



all-Russian Soviet identity, which was sanctioned through the official state 

politics of culture. In this manner, he also at once communicated his distance 

from other crystallizations of Ukrainian national identity available for 

manipulation to Ukrainian intellectuals at that time (Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 219-226). 

Consequently, KhvyFovyi’s texts even more explicitly demonstrated that 

unresolved national questions fueled the Ukrainian modernist project. For this 

reason, his intellectual take on the Modernist position, especially if considered 

against the background of the then occurring historical and socio-political 

changes, proves to be both similar and different from previous modernist 

discursive imaginings, relying on different mobilization techniques that aimed at 

further strengthening the capacity of Ukrainian modernism as a historically 

specific cultural and political practice. In my view, the most significant aspect of 

KhvyFovyi’s powerful ‘peripheral wisdom’ and a-typicality was the novel way in 

which he tackled the principal comparison made earlier by Ukrainian modernists, 

namely the relationship between center and periphery.

The recognition of the artificiality and manipulative value of the metaphor 

of boundary is encoded in KhvyFovyi’s title, Ukraina chy Malorosiia (Ukraine 

versus Little Russia), which plays on a recurrent Ukrainian modernist discursive 

opposition between center and periphery. The modernist revision of the 

symbolical value of the historical term Malorosia turned it into totally negative 

image. In this sense, Malorosiia and malorosiianyn as identity descriptors were 

transformed into introspectives stereotypes that expressed the anxiety of the 

Ukrainian patriotic intelligentsia over an unwelcome ‘peripherality.’ 

Sriblians’kyi’s articles “Natsional’nist i mystetstvo” and “Apoteozis...” were 

precursors of KhvyFovyi’s articulations. Semantically speaking, this metaphor 

has had a pervasive influence on the Ukrainian national imagination, thus 

becoming an important element of the symbolic self-construction and 

representation of Ukrainians as located ‘at the margins of Europe.’ The dichotomy 

Ukraina versus Malorosiia is more than just a simple labeling, because it
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manifests a deep split within the Ukrainian national psyche, which even today is 

considered ‘irredeemable.’65

The change of political regime in the 1920s produced the need for re

establishing two particular boundaries: the inter-ethnic one with Russian culture 

and the intra-ethnic one with the uneducated, or semi-educated mass Ukrainian 

readership. Recognizing that the success of Ukrainian cultural revitalization 

depended on a more definitive renouncement of Russian culture as a model- 

system and the ability of Ukrainian intelligentsia to mobilize a mass audience for 

its native cultural production, Khvyl’ovyi and others engaged in a heated battle in 

defense of art that was essentially Ukrainian and of high aesthetic worth. As 

Khvyl’ovyi pointed out: “One of art’s most important characteristics is its 

unrestrained impact on the developed intellect” (1993). Another of his articles 

explicitly challenges official positions on the Ukrainian issue, posing questions of 

high importance for the development of Ukrainian national culture and arts:

We are faced with this fundamental and unexplained dilemma:
Are we going to approach our national art as fulfilling a service (in the 
given instance, serving the proletariat) and as forever subordinate, 
forever a reserve for those of the world’s arts that have attained a high 
level of development?
Or, on the contrary, while retaining the service role shall we find it 
necessary to raise its artistic level to that of the world’s masterpieces?
We believe that this question can be resolved in this way:
Our formulation will lead to real results only if our society begins to 
view our art in the context of artistic encounters on a world scale 
(Khvyl’ovyi 1926, 272-273).

Myroslav Shkandrij, while analyzing the literary debates of the 1920s in 

Ukraine, indicates that it was a crucial period for the development of Ukrainian 

culture’s development. As he writes, the events of 1917-1919 “shook the

65 Interestingly enough, contemporary Ukrainian scholarship relies on the 
connotations first ascribed by the modernists to the name Ukraine, in order to argue the 
importance of Ukraine in the current world order. Consider for example, Subtelny’s 
semantic dissection of the name Ukraine in his introductory essay on the ambiguities of 
Ukrainian national identity (1999, 1).
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Ukrainian intelligentsia from its quietist slumber and provided the impulse for a 

revival of literary [cultural] life” (Shkandrij 1992, 19). In the course of the 

ensuing decade, Ukrainian intellectuals had to make particularly difficult 

decisions, which concerned the survival of the Ukrainian nation. When the 

successive colonization of Ukrainian lands began with Ukraine’s transformation 

into a Soviet republic, in the eyes of Khvyl’ovyi and other late modernists the 

Ukrainian nation represented still an ideal rather than an actual psycho-political 

reality. To the spread of Bolshevism and the introduction of new assimilatory 

politics of Sovietization, which posed a different type of obstacle for the growth 

of mass mobilization and nationalization of Ukrainian society, the descendants of 

the modernists reacted by proclaiming a policy of Ukrainianization that aimed at 

reinvigorating Ukrainian cultural life, setting firmly the distinctive cultural and 

politicial markers of Ukrainian national identity (Shkandrij 1992, 8).

The new literary program launched by the successors of the late 

modernists -  the alliance of the Olympians around Zerov and the VAPLITE, 

headed by Khvyl’ovyi -  addressed several important questions. First, it insisted 

on faster Ukrainianization, which essentially meant faster mass mobilization and 

nationalization of Ukrainian society. Second, it also articulated a different view 

on the relationship with Europe as the significant Other. Khvyl’ovyi and like- 

minded Ukrainian intellectuals, being aware of the ‘threat’ potentially posed by 

European inclusion or complete identification with European identity insisted on, 

as Shkandrij writes, on “the assimilation of European models in order to move 

beyond imitation to the discovery of one’s own unique identity” (1992, 8). Eager 

to establish Ukrainian culture on the firm grounds of its own national traditions, 

Khvyl’ovyi denounced superficial Westernization based on a naive faith in 

progress and technology and urged on “the thorough and sustained study of 

European works, knowledge of languages and familiarity with the internal logic 

of European developments” (cf. Shkandrij 1992, 8). As the modernist critic put it: 

“When we speak of Europe, we are thinking of more than its technical expertise.
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Bare technique is not enough for us; there is something more precious than the 

latter. We conceive of Europe also as a psychological category which thrusts 

humanity forward, out of prosvita onto the great highway of progress (Khvyl’ovyi 

1993,253; cf. also 226-30).

This preoccupation with European identity and harsh criticism of mass 

culture (identified by Khvyl’ovyi as prosvita philosophy, a concept which bears 

close resemblances to what Sriblians’kyi earlier had defined as “primitive culture” 

-  prymityvna kul ’tura) manifests the anxiety caused by looking at the past. This 

anxiety, as Herzfeld maintains, betrays “the symptoms of a deeply wounded sense 

of social, cultural, economic and political dependency” (cf. 1997, 105-106). 

Khvyl’ovyi’s modernist nationalism in this sense, was a “form of remedial 

political action,” which addressed a deficient or “pathological condition” and 

proposed to solve it (cf. Brubaker 1996, 79).66 Thus, many saw the cure as a break 

with populist ‘ethnographic’ traditions, de-Russification and the creation of 

Ukrainian proletarian culture, which pursued a “harmonious synthesis of the 

individual and the collective (Polishchuk, qt. in Shkandrij 1992, 25).

The specificity of Khvyl’ovyi’s position then lies in the fact that he 

insisted on alignment with European standards and firmly acclaimed that Russian 

culture should not serve as a model for the new proletarian Ukrainian culture. 

Adamantly proclaiming that Ukrainian culture had to carve its own, independent 

path of development, his rejection of Russian culture as a model for the new 

proletarian Ukrainian culture was based on three major arguments. First, he 

claimed that Russian culture was “ethnographic.” Second, it was also a 

competitive presence on the Ukrainian market and as such, needed no protection 

and excessive political support. “The new watchword, which is directed against 

the Russian literature, is for a healthy rivalry between the two nations not as

66 Particularly interesting in this respect are Khvyl’ovyi’s thoughts, expressed in 
his pamphlet Ukraina... (1993, 241; 265), and utlimately, his theory of the Asian 
Renaissance, which, if considered from another point of view also reads as a critique of 
Spengler’s historical pessimism (Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 253-260).
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nations but as revolutionary factors” (Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 252; trans. by M.

Shkandrij in Lindheim and Luckyj 1996/ Third, the fundamental differences of

the Russian and Ukrainian Weltanschauung made it impossible for Russian

literature to express the positive optimistic mentality of the Ukrainian people. As

Khvyl’ovyi argued: “Russian literature, which did not witness the birth of its

indigenous bourgeoisie, [...] which did not experience the pathos of capitalist

development [...] was unable to create a positive Weltanschauung” and remained

trapped in its specific “dead Christian spirituality” and decadent pessimism (1993,

245; 249; trans. by M. Shkandrij in Lindheim and Luckyj 1996/ Here is another

of Khvyl ’ ovyi ’ s arguments:

You will find no parallels in the ‘life of Moscow’ for our discussion. And 
this is not in the least because one participant or another in the Ukrainian 
dispute is more talented than one or another in the Russian (God forbid!), 
but because Ukrainian realities are more complex than the Russian, 
because we are faced with different tasks, because we are the young class 
of a young nation, because we are a young literature that has not had its 
Lev Tolstoys and which must have them, which is not in ‘decline’ but in 
the ascendant (Khvyl’ovyi 1927, 276).

Essentially, what KhvyTovyi’s discourses reveal is that the ideological 

pressure and political tensions resulting from the enforced Sovietization of 

Ukraine called for sharp distancing and displacement from the centralizing power 

of Russian communist rule. Thus, he utilized the spatial metaphor of center- 

periphery as a means to enforce his project of Ukrainian nationalization in 

opposition to the state. He appropriates modernist ideology because of its power 

to resist colonializing discourses by projecting onto external ‘enemies’ those 

negative emotions, frustrations, and anxiety associated with the experiences of the 

Ukrainian intelligentsia’s disempowerment and peripherality, consequently 

leading to beneficial identification with the Ukrainian nation and identity.

In my view, the insitence on ‘situating’ Ukrainian identity within the 

broader context of Europe, was an intellectual strategy similar to the type of social 

creativity described by Smith and Bond (1999, 189). Hence, I tend to interpret it 

as a strategy that enhanced the appeal of the promoted version of collective
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identity by the Ukrainian modernists. This identity was perceived to be more 

suitable for foreign-dictated display and international interaction. As a result, the 

attempts of Ukrainian modernists to regulate the national image for both insiders 

and outsiders alike aimed at controlling national identification by keeping the 

introspective stereotypes strictly in the domain of “cultural intimacy” (cf. 

Herzfeld 1997, 3). Of course, such awareness made their position particularly 

resilient as their social criticism grew to be extremely millitant (Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 

219; 224).

Khvyl’ovyi’s discourse also shows that pairings of internal (Ukraine) and 

external (Little Russia) ethnic names were an “important consequence of conquest 

and other forms of domination” (cf. Herzfeld 1997, 16). In this light, the 

denigration of the populist ‘revival’ of Ukrainian vernacular culture functioned 

also as a source of permanent embarrassment (cf. Herzfeld 1997, 7). The 

dichotomy Ukraine versus Little Russia respectively was utilized as a spatial 

metaphor to signify ideologically contrasted cultural identities. One of course, 

was positively charged and represented the desired complex of national-cultural 

identification (Ukraine). The other one (Little Russia) was transformed into an 

introspective auto-stereotype, employed selectively and often, cynically, with the 

intention to foster patriotic passion and enthusiasm. Both stereotypes were offered 

to all social actors for assessment, internalization and selective deployment (cf. 

Herzfeld 1997, 17). Apparently, the Little Russian identity was offered as a ‘self- 

colonizing’ representation and the use of this label, as Khvyl’ovyi’s discourse 

suggested, was encouraged in situations of self-criticism and self-doubting. 

Ironically, it was meant to provoke one’s stronger identification with the 

Ukrainian nation.

Khvyl’ovyi’s rhetoric relied on the mobilization of these introspective 

stereotypes at a time when the communist policy of totalitarian rule through 

“ideology and terror” ominously cast its shadow over the Ukrainian lands. As 

Shkandrij explains, the importance of Khvyl’ovyi as “a political and ideological
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figure lies in the fact that he explained why Ukrainianization had not made the

progress it should have and challenged the party to admit that social inequality

and political power in Ukraine ran along national lines” (1992, 66). The struggle

had acquired somewhat new nuances, which turned the literary debate into a

perilous ideological battle. Shkandrij notes that the Ukrainian national question

was the burning issue of the day not simply because it was unresolved, but more

importantly, because it became a crucial argument in an attempt to challenge and

redefine Marxism as the official political doctrine of the Soviet state.

To some extent it was a question of using Marxist theory to support and 
legitimize his [Khvyl’ovyi’s] argument, but it was also a question of 
changing and developing a Marxism that had inherited biases. The statist 
and great-power interpretation of Marxism, which, in its Bolshevik 
version, proposed the idea of a unitary Russian state and assimilatory 
practices, proved too well ensconced to be shifted. Khvyl’ovyi’s attempts 
at correction, innovation and change were soon to be branded as 
‘nationalist deviations’ (Shkandrij 1992, 66).

Within this context, the urgent need of Khvyl’ovyi and others to assert the 

modernist Westernizing position, which in Ukraine was already a recognized 

political technology of subversion and resistance, can be viewed as a social effort 

to endorse a change that might have given rise to a new social movement. It 

definitely was read as opposition to the Leninist regime and handled as a 

‘dissenting,’ heretical ideology (i.e., as bourgeois nationalism).

Christian Joppke has offered an informed interpretation of the nature of 

revisionism, dissidence and nationalism as forms of opposition to Leninist 

regimes. The scholar remarks, and I agree with him, that in communist regimes 

every form of independent action, including movements for cultural revival and 

national renascence, are not single-issue politics since “their very existence 

contradicts the principles of the regime” (1994, 548). By definition, such actions 

have what Joppke calls “a system-transcending implications” and are treated as a 

form of activism that defies the legitimacy of communist rule and its monistic 

power structures. Thus, Khvyl’ovyi’s modernist philosophy bears close 

resemblance to what Joppke has defined as a peculiar form of East European
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dissidence, by means of which later generations of intellectuals also responded to 

the deficit of differentiation and legal rules in a society that itself was “couched in 

the imagery of utopia and history-making” (1994, 551).

I find Joppke’s account of nationalism in Leninist regimes particularly 

useful in elucidating the nature of Khvyl’ovyi’s modernist position as a political 

technology of resistance and dissidence. Dissidence, Joppke defines as “anti

politics and activism by default, which makes the world turn by not doing certain 

things” (1994, 551; author’s italics). In his view, dissidence in Eastern Europe 

was an attempt to “contain the reach of politics that is by definition state 

controlled.” As he maintains, unlike in Western Europe, where social movements 

usually proceeded by appropriating “political spaces that were considered 

previously private or exempt from public scrutiny,” in its Eastern counterparts the 

logic was the reverse. “Since the official space of politics is occupied by 

communist rulers,” writes Joppke, “dissident politics resorts to the pre-political 

sphere.” And he continues: “It is not accident that artists and literary intellectuals 

have played such a prominent role in East European dissident movements” (1994, 

551).

According to Joppke, the perennial issue of dissident politics “is the 

reclaiming of basic individual rights.” These are strongly associated with the idea 

of citizenship and interpreted from the perspective of a “political community of 

equal and free members” (1994, 551). It is apparent that Khvyl’ovyi’s modernist 

nationalism pursued precisely this. As the writer insisted, the Ukrainian 

intelligentsia had to become European in order to fulfill its mission as creators of 

Ukrainian national culture. But that could be done only if the culture was built to
f* 7endorse the ideal of a civic person.

Here, finally, we come upon the ideal o f a civic person, who over the 
course of many ages has perfected his biological, or more accurately, 
his psycho-physiological nature, and who is the property o f all classes

67 Cf. also Ilnytzkyj, who interprets Khvy’lovy’s view as an extension of the 
Modernist position (1991: 261).
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[...] This is the European intellectual in the best sense of the word.
This, if you like, is the sorcerer o f Wurttemberg who revealed 
grandiose civilization to us and opened up limitless vistas to our gaze.
This is Doctor Faust, if we conceive of the latter as the inquisitive 
human spirit (Khvyl’ovyi 1926; qt. in Ilnytzkyj 1991: 260; emphasis in 
the original).

Shkandrji has explained the above as “an attempt to formulate a Marxist 

argument for cultural and political independence while simultaneously developing 

the humanistic side of social-democratic thought [...]” (1992, 66). In my view, 

Joppke’s interpretation takes this argument further by pointing to the fact that the 

maintenance of the private-public distinction was probably the most vital strategy 

for the recovery of civil society in the context of a regime whose main purpose 

was its systematic destruction. This view sheds a slightly different light on 

Khvyl’ovyi’s constant rejection of mass culture and his relentless struggle to 

bolster the acceptance of the modernist individualist ethos. It is clear that 

Khvyl’ovyi recognized the formalization of the boundary between ‘high’ and 

‘mass’ culture as a prime necessity because it served his effort to dissociate 

himself from the official party politics of culture and identity. In a sense, it also 

assisted his critique of Marxism and attempts to revise the official attitude of the 

Communist party to the national question. The maintenance of this boundary, 

then, became both a strategy of distinction and dissidence (cf. Khvyl’ovyi 1993, 

241-2).

Joppke has emphasized the importance of maintaining the private-public 

distinction under conditions of communist rule when he writes: “Aware that 

Leninist regimes are at odds with the pluralism and individualism that citizenship 

entails, the dissident position sought to vindicate free spaces in which citizenship 

could be restored, if not de jure then de facto” (1994, 551). Khvyl’ovyi, whose 

political vision, perhaps, could be seen as a precursor of later Ukrainian 

dissidence, sought the establishment of a genuine public sphere in which, in 

Joppke’s terms, “people are no longer subjects but ‘citizens’ in the sense of fully 

enfranchised members of the political community” (cf. Joppke 1994, 553). The
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institution of the private sphere, especially in the Ukrainian historical space was

an imperative for two reasons. On the one hand, it would have contributed to the

framing of the Ukrainian nation as a civic polity, thus affirming the status of

Ukrainian society as a modem European nation and potentially, easing access for

Ukrainian national-cultural production to the European market. On the other hand,

it would have increased the prestige of the Ukrainian intelligentsia in the eyes of

the international community and ensured its status as Ukraine’s national-political

leadership. It is not at all surprising, therefore, that Khvyl’ovyi so vigorously

engaged in the defense of modernist individualistic ethos, which also was a clear

cry for political independence of the Ukrainian nation. The link that connected

Khvyl’ovyi with his predecessors from Moloda muza and Ukrains’ka khata was

very important for the critic, because at the time it provided him with a legitimate

political tool for the manipulation of the Ukrainian public space. For example, in a

letter to Zerov, the critic wrote,

I attribute to the representatives of our modernist Europe an enormous 
civic meaning because I look at things not from the point of view of 
those syrupy-sweet principles of populism which retard national 
development but from a deep understanding of the national question. I 
dare say that this ‘cursed question’ will cease to stand in the way of 
progress only when the nation fully can express itself, when, to be more 
specific, its art attains the highest aesthetic values. In this respect, the 
Voronyi’s and Ievshan’s were a genuine civic phenomenon, one could 
say, a red [communist] one (qt. in Ilnytzkyj 1991: 260).

As Joppke explains,

While aesthetics offers a medium of expression untainted by political 
manipulation [at least at first sight], the impulse and content of dissident 
politics is distinctively moral. [...]
To be sure, the connection of politics and morality is an attribute of 
social movements as such, which always denounce existing power 
structures in the name of moral standards of justice. But in Leninist 
regimes, ‘living in truth’ has some specific connotations that are without 
parallels in the West, such as putting the individual up front in a society 
that defines the collectivity, or restoring to the only sphere that is left free 
of ideological manipulation (1994, 551).
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From this perspecive, the modernist aesthetics of Khvyl’ovyi worked at

two levels; first, it undermined the collectivist epistemology of Marxist ideology,

thereby finding a way to overcome the tension between individual and

collectively defined society. On the other hand, it also ‘appropriated’ the

exclusively private space of ‘artistic creativity’ and aesthetic judgment, imbuing it

with explicit political ideals, aspirations and issues.

Since the Ukrainian nation has striven for its liberation over a period of 
several centuries, we consider this to be its irresistible desire to express 
and realize fully its national (not nationalistic) features.
These national features express themselves in its culture and -  in 
conditions of free development, in conditions similar to those prevailing 
in the present situation -  do so with the same verve, the same will to 
achieve parity with other peoples that we witnessed in the Romans, who 
in a relatively shorter period of time narrowed the gap with Greek 
culture. National essence has to play itself out in art as well. [. ..]
Because in fact national features are nothing but the ordinary features of 
the culture of a given nation. [. ..]
Our formulation of the question flows logically from our Party’s policy 
on the national question (Khvyl’ovyi 1926, 271-272).

On such premises, he asserted the distinctiveness of the Ukrainian nation 

and demanded its autonomous development and expression in an independent 

Ukrainian proletarian culture. In this sense, his modernist nationalism was a 

reaction to the violation of one of the most fundamental anthropological facts, as 

Joppke observes, “the fact that humans complete themselves through culture” 

(1994, 556). “In a world,” the scholar proceeds, “where cultural boundaries are 

drawn along national lines, nationalism was the inevitable response to the 

violation of cultural particularity by communism” (1994, 556-557).

Shkandrij interprets the literary debates of the 1920s also as a “conflict 

between two strategies for the developing of a mass movement” (1992, 180). As 

he has phrased it, “Pylypenko was making peasants into Ukrainians; Khvyl’ovyi 

was transforming Ukrainians into intellectuals.” In Shkandrij’s view, despite the 

fact that the objective was the same -  the making of the Ukrainian nation, the 

processes were very different and each required a different kind of activist.
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“Khvyl’ovyi,” he writes, “argued that the first, elementary stage of 

Ukrainianization was a job for the school system. If, however, one wanted to 

produce extraordinary writers, then young people had to be provided with 

challenges. Whereas the movement’s ‘tail’ was growing rapidly in the 

predominantly Ukrainian villages, its ‘head’ still remained underdeveloped” 

(Shkandrij 1992,180).

In other words, the conflict essentially was over the tactics of national 

mass mobilization that would successfully lead to the achievement of national 

independence in conditions of missing elitist cultural institutions. As Shkandrij 

rightly points out, the Discussion was not about irreconcilable class antagonisms 

but “had more to do with rhetoric or demagogy” (1992, 180). In my view, the 

disagreement in fact was over the nature of the much-needed ‘common culture’ as 

the core of the modem Ukrainian nation. It seems that all of the literary debates 

since the conception of Modernism in Ukraine were debates over the self- 

expression of Ukrainian elites in contrast to the dominant ‘mass’ (either populist 

realist or socialist) culture. Accordingly, the continuous clash of the top-to-bottom 

approach (the modernist national ideology) with the bottom-to-top approach (the 

ideology of mass culture) nurtured a persistent disagreement between Ukrainian 

intellectuals, who sought to create a suitable model for a unifying Ukrainian 

national culture.68 Then, the major dispute between ‘lowbrow popular’ (mass, 

prosvita culture) and egalitarian ‘high’ culture, running like a red thread 

throughout the late 19th and entire 20th century history of Ukraine, also lies at the 

heart of the rigorous process of defining the national image, a process that is 

hardly completed today. In this sense, the history of the Ukrainian modernist 

imagination can be appreciated through the perception of Dominique Schnapper, 

who in a separate context has stated:

If one agrees to define a democratic nation by the never fulfilled aim of
creating a political society by transcending concrete roots and specific

68 I think that Ilnytzkyj has argued a similar point (1991: 261-2).
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memberships, there are no ideas of a nation, but one, unevenly and 
differently achieved, following an ever-different pattern according to the 
political project which is at the basis of nation-building.
The different nations are both ‘ethnic’ and ‘civic’ but are differently 
‘ethnic’ and ‘civic.’ In every national tradition, there are different means 
and institutions to transcend the ethnic realities of the society by the civic 
principle of the political domain (Schnapper 1996, 233).

In Ukraine, modernist literature and its aesthetic ideology was discovered 

and used as an institution of signification and means to transcend the ‘ethnic’ 

realities in order to endorse “the civic principle of the political domain.” The 

emphasis put on the creation and institutionalization of Ukrainian high culture 

was triggered by the modernist desire to find a balance between the ethnic and the 

civic definition of the nation. Essentially, the modernists conceptualized high 

culture as an intercession where the congruence of the political and cultural 

principles sustaining the existence of the Ukrainian nation could be achieved. The 

search for Ukrainian identity continues at present in a different social-political 

reality, and Ukrainian modernists, as Shkandrij asserts, provide the new symbols 

of “creative potential for a new generation that is once more charting a new 

course” (1992, 185).

From the analysis conducted here, it should be clear that Ukrainian 

modernists did what was crucial, from their point of view, to ensure the survival 

of an emergent Ukrainian national culture. In the absence of a nation-state, they 

performed “a [different] segmentation of the global flow” (cf. Foster 1991, 238), 

thus “making” the national culture existent within the context of the world 

system. What they also did was to establish Ukrainian literature and arts as 

modem institutions of signification, vital for the success of the nation building 

process. Through the efforts of Ukrainian modernists, these two fields of social 

practice obtained autonomous status. In the context of Ukrainian fin-de-siecle 

society, the act was revolutionary because literature, and by extension the arts, 

during the years of Soviet domination continued to be the institutions most 

responsible for the preservation of Ukrainian distinctiveness. For a long time
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these remained the only two agencies that embodied and maintained in space and 

time the concept of Ukrainian national-cultural identity. Perhaps, this is why in 

the early 1990s when Ukraine finally achieved its independence, the 

contemporary writers and poets assumed a clear modernist-like stance with 

respect to the arts’ engagement with social and political issues. To put it in 

Oksana Zabuzhko’s words, contemporary Ukrainian art and literature should 

“[...] devote itself without any reservations to things ‘eternal’ (the only thing that 

ultimately interests art!), to primordial questions of love and death, to the essence 

of being human and to the meaning of life” (1990). The renowned contemporary 

author (much in accord with pronouncements by Viktor Neborak, Iurii 

Andrukhovych and other compatriot artists) affirms the autonomy of the aesthetic 

sphere, declaring that art should not serve political and social ends. Yet, in the 

light of the discussion proposed here, I think that the modernist position in the 

1990s was recalled again because it provided a particularly powerful ideology of 

subversion and resistance, which successfully obscured artists’ interests, 

engagements and investments. In short, it was once again mobilized as an 

effective ‘political technology’ of social criticism and permanent resource for 

civic activism and social change in defense of the fundamental universal 

principles of human existence, further democratization and liberalization of 

Ukrainian society.
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4. BULGARIA: THE INSCRIPTION OF MODERNITY

ONTO THE COLLECTIVE BODY

4.1. The Politization of Ethnicity:

The Bulgarian Nation State
The nation disordered 

Patriots come forth.

Lao-Tzu, Tao Te Ching

The next two chapters continue examining the work of the modernist social 

imagination, shifting the focus of attention to the efforts of Bulgarian modernists 

to nationalize and modernize their ‘people’ at the turn of the 20th century. My 

purpose is to illuminate the differences imposed by the local socio-political 

conditions, and to outline the similarities in the patterns of modernization of 

Bulgarian and Ukrainian society, i.e., two European nations that conceived of 

themselves as ‘people’ located ‘at the margins of Europe.’

In the early 1900s, Bulgaria was a newly formed national state. The 

machinations of the Great European Powers, involving their rigorous attempts to 

redefine the continental geo-political order after the Russo-Turkish war of 1877- 

78, occasioned its birth. The intervention of the West European countries 

enforced the conditions of the Treaty of Berlin (July 1, 1878), according to which 

the territory of the Bulgarian state was significantly trimmed compared to the 

initial agreement between the Ottoman Empire and Russia, which defined the 

state borders to include all territories populated by Bulgarians (Crampton 1983, 

22-23; Detrez 1997, 8). The Treaty of Berlin divided Bulgaria into three parts.
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The Principality of Bulgaria was constituted as a vassal state of the Ottoman 

Empire. Eastern Rumelia (currently encompassing the territories in the Southern 

part of the Bulgarian nation-state)1 was granted the status of autonomous province 

within the Ottoman Empire, while Macedonia (the so-called Western territories) 

remained its integral part. In essence, the intervention of the Great Powers 

reduced the territory of Kingdom Bulgaria almost in half (64, 500 square 

kilometers; Crampton 1983, 23), therefore leaving large populations of ethnic 

Bulgarians outside the borders of the nation-state.

The revision of the Treaty of San Stefano (signed on March 3, 1878) left 

bitter feelings in the Bulgarian intelligentsia for a very long time. As Crampton 

acknowledges, “ [...] San Stefano gave the new nation almost all it could ask in 

territorial terms and was to remain for generations after 1878 the national ideal of 

the Bulgarian people” (1983, 22). Thus, the nationalist ambition of the Bulgarian 

elites to re-unite all Bulgarians inhabiting the Balkan Peninsula and their attempts 

in re-constituting San Stefano Bulgaria as a leading geo-political force in the 

region determined the course of Bulgarian history until the end of the World War 

II. In his book Balkan Ghosts: A Journey Through History, Rober Kaplan, an 

American journalist, aptly captures the essence of the Bulgarian tragedy with a
thmetaphoric statement: “What emerged in the second half of the 19 century was a 

smoldering and dismembered ghost of a nation. Bulgaria was the modem world’s 

first ‘fashionable cause.’ The West long ago forgot this, the Bulgarians never did” 

(1993, 216). In short, Bulgaria of the early 1900s was a national state, fresh on the 

global scene, burdened by a plethora of internal and international antagonisms and 

fervent, unresolved territorial aspirations (cf. Pundeff 1994, 27; Hall, R. 1996, 2- 

3, and Detrez 1997, 8).

1 These territories were unilaterally proclaimed part of Bulgaria in 1885. 
However, it was not until 1909 that the Ottoman Porte officially recognized the union of 
Eastern Rumelia and the Principality of Bulgaria and granted full independence to the 
Bulgarian state.
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Roger Brubaker (1996) has argued that there is good reason to study 

separately the ethnocultural nationalization of the new nation states that emerged 

in the 19th century after the break up of the multicultural European empires. 

Countries like Bulgaria, Hungary, Greece, and so on, he calls “nationalizing 

states,”2 insisting that they represent a “distinctively modem form of politicized 

ethnicity” (1996, 83). “Pivoting on claims made in the name of the nation,” the 

governing national-political elites of such states, as this scholar underscores, were 

concerned with issues of “political control, economic well-being, and full cultural 

expression within ‘its own’ national state” (Brubaker 1996, 79). Respectively, the 

discourse inspiring mass agitation, although based on the same core lament that 

the identity and interests of the nation were improperly expressed by the extant
•y

political institutions and practices, tried to evoke and mobilize particular 

“subdiscursive sentiments” that assisted the nationalization of the existing 

political entity (cf. Bmbaker 1996, 79). A case in point, presenting a particularly 

powerful expression of such sentiments is Stoian Mikhailovski’s analysis of the 

state of affairs in the first decade of the 20th century. In his discourse, the 

Bulgarian writer examined the reasons for the inadequate political governance of 

the Bulgarian nation-state, communicating also a strong dissatisfaction with the 

official solutions of the national problem. He eagerly articulated a necessity to 

reform the current mentality by ‘educating’ politically both the intelligentsia and 

the people. As he maintained, in their willful blindness they failed to grasp the 

tme meaning of liberty, equality, and democracy (Mikhailovski 1924, 103). The

2 Brubaker defines the “nationalizing states” as “states that are conceived by their 
dominant elites as nation-states, as the states of and for particular nations, yet as 
‘incomplete’ or ‘unrealized’ nation states, as insufficiently ‘national’ in a variety of 
ways” (1996, 79).

3 See Dr. Krustev 1898, 92-94; Mikhailovski 1924 (Page citations refer to the 
reprints in Elenkov and Daskalov 1994). Both authors urge for a radical transformation of 
the established political institutions through compulsory implementation of West 
European parliamentary democracy as the first step in the ‘political acculturation’ of the 
Bulgarian nation.
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writer mobilized poignant introspective stereotypes (Herzfeld 1997). He called the 

Bulgarians “former Turkish slaves” (6uetuume mypcKU po6u) declaring that 

because of the lasting colonial oppression, the national psyche was corrupted, 

comprising of primitive feelings and deadening, animalistic instincts that rule 

over people who enduringly have been deprived of respect and human dignity 

(Mikhailovski 1924, 111). Clearly, in order to impart his vision, Mikhailovski 

operated with “subdiscursive” sentiments actuating strong feelings of shame, 

guilt, and embarrassment. In his critique, key metaphors -  conveying the felt 

anger and frustration -  provided images of “disease” and “decay” (1924, 114), 

which were also used to motivate a negative comparison to Europe, one implying 

an inferior and ‘deviant’ development of the Bulgarian nation-state. This implicit 

comparison aimed at provoking the patriotism of readers through shock.

More to the point, Brubaker (1996) also indicates that the persuasive 

rhetoric of the elites in the aspiring nation-states addresses an allegedly deficient 

or ‘pathological’ condition, and uses a powerful utopian vision and romantic 

language to extol political solidarity and cohesion among society’s members. This 

is not surprising. Brian Parkinson and other psychologists have stressed that any 

attempt at persuasion involves “the deliberate expression of emotion in order to 

evoke a particular kind of audience reaction concerning some topic of concern.” If 

one conceives emotions as “social roles supplied by the culture to deal with 

situations where norms for action are in conflict” (Parkinson 1996, 671), then the 

overzealous adulation of San Stefano Bulgaria as the national ideal and the highly 

emotional rhetoric used by the Bulgarian intelligentsia and political elites seem to 

be on the order of the ordinary. Their purpose was to evoke strong feelings of love 

and loyalty to the nation-state, given that these arose “as a function of society’s
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simultaneous respect for, and neglect of, the individual.” In this sense, as will be

demonstrated later, part of the primary meaning of patriotism was the

“idealization of the loved one [the nation] and reciprocally of oneself, providing a

means of preserving self-worth (as demanded by society) within a system which

typically has little time or money for the individual’s needs” (cf. Averill, qt. in

Parkinson 1996, 674).

In the nationalizing discourses of aspiring states, the metaphors of healing,

resurrection, revival, etc., constitute benchmarks of national self-determination,

instigating strong beliefs in the forthcoming great success of the nation (Brubaker

1996, 79). All representatives of the Bulgarian intelligentsia employed this

strategy. It surfaced in the writings of the national poet, Ivan Vazov, as well as his

opponents from the Modernist camp. It saturated the propaganda literature

published by Marxists, Liberals, Conservatives, and other political fractions.

Despite the differences in their modernizing agendas, Bulgarian intellectuals

depended on this strategy to express both the excitement and distress caused by

the historical events befalling the Bulgarian ethnos. For example, Vazov’s tributes

commemorated the Day of Bulgarian Liberation (March 3) by rejoicing at the

sublimity of this moment, which in the poet’s view symbolized the rebirth and

ultimate ‘new’ beginning in the history of the Bulgarian nation. In his speech,

published in 1881, the writer eulogized:

The strongest and deepest feelings to move one’s heart unite all Bulgarians 
on this day for they now act as one. Even though we are a divided and 
fragmented [nation] this day eliminates all barriers the enemies have set 
between us. [...]
Blessed is the nation that has in its history a date, which through the feelings 
it inflames and the memories it ignites [...] gives the people hope in the 
future and faith in their historical mission [...].
[This day] hands down to us two things. First, there are the indestructible ties
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of love and gratitude that bond us with our brothers, the Russian people.
Second, there is the transcendent national-political ideal, enshrined in the 
Treaty of San Stefano whose accomplishment we ought to pursue at any 
cost.4’5

According to Brubaker, the feeling that the national cultural history begins 

with the arrival of modernity is overpowering, provoking a thorough examination 

of previous traditions and models of self-identification (1996, 79). Apparently, 

such emotions are communicated in order to encourage citizens to participate in 

the state-building process. The memorandum issued by the Bulgarian Ministry of 

Learning on January 5, 1916 offers another example of such emotional 

manipulation (Koneva 1995, 61-63). This programmatic document used highly 

emotive language, infused with compelling patriotic passion and faith in the 

future of the Bulgarian nation. “The more a given nation is permeated with the 

national ideal, the more it is aware of its natural rights, without being lured to 

pursue foreign ideals. Moreover, if the national intellectual and material resources 

are highly organized, the nation’s prosperity is for all time ensured,” wrote the

4 Hafl-CHJIHHTe, HaH-A'bJl6 0 KMTC HyBCTBa, KOHTO MOraT fla  pa3BT>JlHyBaT 
TOBeiiiKOTO c b p u e , cteAUHaBaT b Toa ach  b e^H a mhcbji uejiHu 6 'biirapcKH H apoA - 

Pa3KT>caHn n  paseAUHeHH, Toa AeH e b S a p a  bchhkhtc  rpaHHim, koh to  BparoBeTe hh 
c a  nocTaBHJin noM eayjy  Hac. [ . . . ]

MecTHT HapoAtT, kohto HMa b HCTopnaTa AaTa, KoaTO npe3 nyBCTBaTa, 
kohto Bi>36yacA a b Hero, upe3 Bi>3noMHHaHHaTa, kohto M y HayMaBa, Moace [ ...]  A a 

M y AaAe Bapa b StAauiHOCTTa M y, b HCTopHHecKOTO M y npH3BaHHe. [...]
Toh hh  3aBeui;a THa A a e  H em a : Bpi>3KHTe H epym HM H  Ha npH3HaTejiHOCT h 

JHOSOB, KOHTO HH CteAHHaBaT C SpaTCKHH HH pyCKHH HapOA, H BejIHKHH nOJIHTHHeCKH 

HapOACH H Aeaji, ocB eT eH  o t  CaHCTecJiaHCKHH A o r o B o p , kbm H3ni.JiHeHHeTO Ha koh to  
Tpa©Ba nocT oaH H O  Aa c e  CTpeMHM ( V a z o v  150-152).

5 S e e  a ls o  V a z o v  (1957, 159, 172) and  S la v e ik o v  (1959, 6 6 ). In h is  a r tic le  
“Blainove na moderen poet” (D rea m s o f  a  M o d e m  P o e t, 1903), th e  m o d e r n is t  c r it ic  
w rote: “A w a it in g  th e  n e w  t im e s , p o e ts  are th e  p ro p h e ts  w h o  w il l  lea d  th e  m a s s e s  in to  th e  
fu tu re . T h is  is  th e ir  tr ib u la tio n  and  su b lim e  h a p p in e s s . T h e  lo n g in g  fo r  th e  im m in en t, fo r  
w h a t is  to  c o m e , fo r  w h a t is  e m e r g in g  is  o v e r w h e lm in g , a ffe c t in g  e v e r y  o n e  o f  u s ” (B 
npeAuyBCTBHe 3a hoboto , n o era T e , HeroBH yacH H Tenn, BtpBaT npeA peAHuaTa Ha 
oSnKHOBeHHTe CMupTHH. T oB a e  TaxHaTa mbkb h  BH cm e m a c r a e . KonHeacbT kbm oHOBa, 
KoeTO e  Ha m .T , KoeTO e  6jih3ko, KoeTO m e  A oitA e, o63eM a B ceuajio  TexHHTe uyBCTBa 
[S la v e ik o v  1959, 6 6 ]) .
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unknown author of this memorandum.6 According to the author, it was crucial 

that “[we] look at the state of affairs somberly, yet optimistically, for this 

optimism will rekindle [the soul of the new generations], their will and faith in the
• • 7forthcoming. It will refresh and strengthen their vision of new possibilities.”

Some Bulgarian historians have referred to this attitude as “cultural 

optimism,” arguing that it played a key factor in securing the survival of the 

emerging national community (Koneva 1995, 61, note 66). In the eyes of tum-of- 

the-century Bulgarian intellectuals (Konstantin Gulubov, Ivan Shishmanov, Dr. 

Krustev, Boian Penev, and others), this expression of “cultural pathos” 

characterized “periods, aiming at ‘outshining’ the achievements of the past” (qt. 

in Koneva 1995, 61); it was the only self-respectful and dignified way to imagine 

the advancement and affluence of a marginalized8 and fragmented nation. I agree 

with Koneva who believes that such cultural pathos communicated not only the 

ambition of Bulgarian intellectual elites to surpass the past, but more importantly, 

epitomized a conscious philosophical position that was essential to the success of 

all “modernizing offensives.” I shall offer a more thorough examination of this 

attitude once the focus of attention shifts specifically to the Bulgarian modernists’ 

cultural revolt. Here, suffice it to say that, in my view, this ideological perspective 

stemmed from the particular exigencies that determined both the subjective and 

collective experience of the Bulgarian nationality at the turn of the 20th century.

6 Kojikoto e/wa Hanna e npoHHKHaTa o t CBoa njjeaji, kojikoto Ta e b ci>3HaHHe 3a 
CBoeTO OTenecTBeHo npaBo, 6e3 aa jiaMra 3a nyxcaoTo, kojikoto no-yMeno ca 
opraHH3npaHH HenHHTe HHTejieKTyajiHH n MaTepnanHH c h j i h ,  TOJiKOBa Ta e no-cnrypHa 
3a CBoeTO cwnecTByBaHe (qt. in Koneva 1995, 61).

7 [...] n a rnena Tpe3BO Ha HemaTa b CBeTa, h o  h  m  ce crpee b HeimaTa 
nyrna, HeimaTa bojm  h  Heimara Bspa b SnneineTO h  na ce o6onpn h  3acnjiH 
HeHHHBT B3op KtM c b c tjih  nepcneKTHBH (Koneva 1995, 62, cf. also Vazov 1957, 
14-15).

8 Cf. Achebe’s statement that in the “nineteenth century English mind, [...] 
Bulgaria was the psychological equivalent o f the ‘Congo o f King Leopold o f the 
Belgians’ or [...] ‘whatever’ ” (qt. in Moore 2001: 122). In Moore’s view, the Balkans 
represent “the West’s original third world, its nearest quasi-oriental space” (2001: 122).
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Chronologically speaking, the period of Bulgarian Modernism (1890s-late 

1930s) coincided with the time of intensive construction of the national political, 

legal, economic, social, and cultural jurisdictions. The Bulgarian political project 

involved the creation of those institutions that represented the authoritative power 

of the nation-state as “a container -  the safeguard and limit -  of modernity” (cf. 

Wagner 1994, 7). The process of building “the new Bulgaria” (Dr. Krustev 1978, 

12) was controversial, slow, and uneven. The inclusion of the Bulgarian 

population into the modem institutions such as the police, the army, the state 

administration, and so on meant also a disruption of the traditional societal order. 

These transformations were painful for they entailed the “re-embedding of 

society’s individuals into a new order -  to be achieved by means of an increasing 

formalization of practices, their conventionalization and homogenization” (cf. 

Wagner 1994, 17).9

Anthony Smith, has argued that the nation perpetuates pre-existing ethnic 

feelings and institutions (1998, 1999). In this way, the contemporary theorist 

assures, the political forms of the nation-state are dependent on previous “political 

experiences” and models of power relations (cf. also James 1996, 183-84 and 

Schnapper 1998, 19). In this respect, the choice of the political form of the new 

Bulgarian nation-state was not accidental but involved a process of negotiation 

between local traditions and the political structures available on the ‘global 

market.’ Thus, the accepted model of state building relied on the continuity of 

popular pre-liberation social and political institutions. For example, a prominent 

role in the organization of social life in the new Bulgaria continued to be played 

by the local patriarchal and professional guilds (zadrugi), which gradually were

9 In the view of Weber, the modem state is a political association that 
successfully monopolizes the legitimate exercise of violence and its authority is 
specifically concerned with commands and prohibitions (qt. in Geuss 2001, 30). The 
abstract structure of the state bureaucracy, i.e., “offices endowed with powers, warrants 
and resources which are distinguished sharply from the contingent human occupants of 
these offices” (Geuss 2001, 45) required a certain degree of impersonality and alienation 
that the traditional social structures did not posses.
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transformed into modem commercial, financial, and industrial enterprises. The 

network of existing elementary, middle, and high schools was preserved and 

further developed. The church parishes as social stmctures remained one of the 

most effective forms of administrative and social organization. The chitalishta 

(literally, reading rooms) were another form of social organization popular in the 

pre-liberation period, which grew in number at the beginning of the century.10 The 

chitalishta hardly changed their function and purpose, continuing to serve as a 

type of art and cultural centers that advanced new ideas and ideals through the 

popularization of West European and Bulgarian literature and arts. As Detrez 

remarks, although “known to all Balkan peoples in the nineteenth century, 

including the Turks” [such centers] were “extremely popular among the 

Bulgarians, who considered them a means of raising the cultural level and the 

patriotic feelings of the nation” (1997, 90).

In this respect, it is also interesting to note that the Bulgarian army was 

formed initially from volunteers, who aided the Russian army during the 

Liberation war of 1877-1878 (Detrez 1997, 30-31). Another particularly 

prominent political institution that was imparted from the past was the national 

liberation organization which had been founded in Bucharest in the late 1860s and 

was known as the Bulgarian Revolutionary Central Committee (Bulgarski 

Revolutsionen Tsentralen Komitet). This political formation put the watchword 

for Bulgarian independent existence and served as a coordinator of the political 

activities and armed actions during the second half of the 19th century. Its post

liberation successor, the Bulgarian Secret Central Revolutionary Committee 

(Bulgarski Taen Tsentralen Revolutsionen Komitet) operated in the autonomous 

province of Eastern Rumelia in the 1880s-1890s, preparing the Union of Eastern

10 The first such center was opened in Svishtov (1856). By the beginning of the 
20th century, the number of chitalishta grew rapidly, and in the 1930s there were 2,356 
such institutions serving the cultural and educational needs of a large regular membership 
(over 100,000 regular members; cf. Deterz 1997, 91).
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Rumelia and the Kingdom of Bulgaria (Detrez 1997, 76). Even clearer was the 

continuity between the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO, 

1919) and the Internal Macedonian-Adrianopolitan Revolutionary Organization 

(IMARO), which Damian Gruev founded in 1893. The purpose of both political 

organizations was the liberation of Macedonia and the “implementation of 

administrative reforms promised by the Ottoman government” in preparation for 

the unification of these areas with the Kingdom of Bulgaria (Detrez 1997, 170). 

As Detrez points out, “during the Balkan Wars and the World War I, the IMARO 

joined the Bulgarian Army operating in Macedonia and by the end of the war, 

formed a provisional government” (1997, 171). He also suggests that both 

political organizations enjoyed “the behind-the-scenes support of the royal palace 

and [the Bulgarian] rightist political circles” (Detrez 1997, 172). The relationships 

of these pre-liberation political structures with the post-liberation internal and 

international political institutions (the monarchy and the ruling political parties) 

did not end there. Later developments demonstrate the active participation of the 

IMARO’s successors in the internal and international politics of the Bulgarian 

state (Detrez 1997, 172-173; 207-213). Essentially, what all these examples reveal 

is that, in many instances, a simple cosmetic re-arrangement of the old institution 

was performed, while its competencies and functions were sustained.

The tensions between the pre-liberation political structures and sentiments, 

and the emerging new forms of cultural and political bonds surfaced above all in 

the founding political acts of the state. For instance, the first Bulgarian 

Constitution accepted in Tumovo in 1879, defined the political organization of the 

ethnic community as a constitutional monarchy; an intentional act that suggested 

a compromise between the Western ideals of liberal democracy and the local
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traditions of political governance. Paradoxically, the acting constitutional 

principle embraced a double standard in defining the rights and obligations of 

Bulgarian citizens. The ‘people’ were liberated but not ready to practice their 

freedom, therefore, the Constitution imposed limitations on individual autonomy. 

It failed to express the fundamental principle of political liberalism symbolized by 

the values of equality and liberty as ends in themselves and to acknowledge that 

the democratic nation was a community of citizens distinct from the state.

Both models of political organization, which came into being during the 

constitutional debates, i.e., the Conservative and the Liberal, sought the source of 

political authority in an abstract supra-collective entity (‘the people’ or ‘the 

Law’), which originated in the undivided collectivity of the ethnic group (Elenkov 

1994, 22). As one Bulgarian historian hastens to point out, such conception of 

democracy proceeds from the understanding of a completely homogenized ethnic 

space that can tolerate individual differences and autonomy only to a certain 

degree (Elenkov, ibid.). Thus, the founding political act of the state became a 

gesture of idolizing the past while negotiating a new image for the Bulgarian 

community on the world scene. It constituted the nation as a “natural and 

primordial” ethnic group with a collectively remembered history that the evolving 

new order had to “preserve in the present and project into the future with as little 

change as possible” (cf. Treanor 1997).

This rigidity was particularly noticeable in the field of cultural production 

where the majority of the existing cultural institutions were directly inherited 

from the past. Indeed, between 1878 and 1918 ten cultural institutions controlled 

and regulated Bulgarian cultural life. The majority of them already existed in the 

pre-liberation period, coming now into the governance and central management of
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the Bulgarian state. The process of centralization took place over a period of 

several decades, a fact that the Bulgarian intellectuals conceptualized as a serious 

impediment for the nation-formation. Nevertheless, the established system of 

cultural institutions, although rather sparse, practically concluded the 

development of the state institutional structure and became a vital factor in the 

promotion of the state official politics of culture.

As Wagner has emphasized, cultural institutions were essential to the 

modernizing project because they provided “self-understandings in relation to 

modes of social organization and to the relation between individuals and society” 

(1994, 21). The noticeable delay in regulating the formalization of the rules and 

resources to govern the cultural life of the Bulgarian nation-state was due to the 

priority given to the legalization and empowerment of political structures 

(Manafova 1987, 92; Koneva 1995, 21-22). Thus, the state-building project 

emphasized certain aspects (the development of political, military and judicial 

structures) over others (the development of economic institutions and the 

infrastructure), which preconditioned the uneven and inconsistent modernization 

of Bulgarian society (Koneva 1995, 21-22).

In addition, there was little political stability in the newly found state. In 

1881, the first Bulgarian King, Aleksander Batenberg, suspended the Tumovo 

Constitution. It remained so until 1883 when the National Assembly consented in 

augmenting the King’s power and political prerogatives. Later on, the founding 

political act was constantly challenged by subsequent heads of state, suspended 

once again in 1934, and never restored. The polarization of political life was 

typical at a time when Bulgarian liberals and conservatives struggled for power. 

By the end of the 19th century, the workers’ and peasants’ party emerged,
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trumpeting their claims for political participation and control. As Detrez indicates, 

“from the turn of the [20th] century on, the Bulgarian political life suffered from 

cliquishness. Parties were often founded not with the aim of advancing a political 

program but of satisfying the ambitions of individuals” (1997, 9). Moreover, 

governments rose and fell quickly, thus leaving no noticeable trace. “Those that 

were more durable,” writes Detrez, “often acted dictatorially,” straining to the 

extreme the fragile political balance. Coups d ’etat were the normal means of 

political change (1997, 10). The situation was further aggravated by the growing 

political ambitions of the Bulgarian monarchs, who persistently worked to 

establish “personal regimes that allowed [them] to reign without much 

interference by the National Assembly” (Detrez 1997, 10).

Even so, Bulgarian society in the beginning of the 20th century took 

satisfaction in a highly educated intelligentsia, gradual economic growth and 

“social security, health care, schooling, and so on that were on a higher average 

level than elsewhere in the Balkans” (Detrez 1997, 10). Still, slow cultural 

institutionalization and nationalization resulted in an incomplete formulation of 

the national project, which generated a sense of ‘belated’ cultural development. 

The psychological complex associated with the idea of ‘belatedness’ became a 

permanent feature of the Bulgarian self-definition, affecting deeply the confidence 

of Bulgarian intellectuals as producers of cultural values. In turn, the 

internalization of this ‘belatedness,’ which was expressed in the conviction that a 

languid and insufficient modernization was a structural flaw of Bulgarian society, 

posed the problem of cultural distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ There was 

anxiety over the formulation of the Bulgarian cultural identity and the models that 

were to be ‘imported’ from Europe in order to modernize -  what was perceived to
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be -  a ‘backward’ Bulgarian demos (narod).

In spite of the intelligentsia’s beliefs, the cultural nationalization of the 

political entity presented one of the most important objectives of the state- 

building project (Radeva 1982, Bozhkov 1985, Manafova 1987, and Koneva

1995). The creation of national citizens and the conclusion of the process of 

nation-building were clearly the focus of the state administration, motivating its 

vigorous attempts to establish control over the cultural expression of the 

Bulgarian nationhood. The official politics of culture, however, derived from the 

same paradoxical rationale that governed the construction of political and 

economic structures in the Bulgarian nation-state. They fed on the blending of 

traditional and modem principles of governance and organization, which on the 

one hand, motivated the “exaggerated desire for authentic sources, [the revival] of 

[...] a mythic set of heroic, purer ancestors who once controlled a greater zone 

than the people now possess” (cf. Moore 2001, 118).

On the other hand, the official raison d ’etre insisted on ‘mimicking’ 

models of the West. This defined the peculiarly Bulgarian pattern of culture 

building at the outset of the 20th century. The governing cultural-political 

institutions utilized pre-modem executive models and outdated organizational 

structures, which reified the informal, voluntary, and free participation of 

individuals and groups as producers and consumers of Bulgarian national culture. 

At the same time, the formalization and centralization of cultural practices and 

habits were compulsory, performed with the ambition “to promote cohesion 

among the members of the nation through bonds of debt and association” (cf. 

Jusdanis 2001, 33). As one scholar contends, “The public nature of national 

culture [expressed in the system of public rituals and symbols] allows it to
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demand obligations from its members” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 33). Those 

compulsions stemmed from the participation of individuals in the cultural life of 

the state, having “a greater sanction than physical coercion” (cf. Jusdanis 2001,

33) because they actuated the emotional experience of Bulgarian nationhood 

(Vazov 1957,150).

Nationality, as some psychologists have argued, is an emotional 

experience that strongly depends on culturally supplied aims (Parkinson 1996, 

Craib 1998, Vogler 2000). By providing an evaluative frame of reference, the 

emerging Bulgarian national culture and its institutions promoted “implicit and 

explicit expectations about interactions [that] affected the ways in which [public 

celebrations and cultural events] were playing out in the interpersonal arena” (cf. 

Parkinson 1996, 671). These became important emotional episodes, influencing 

deeply each member of the Bulgarian community by enforcing a sense of 

belonging and patriotic duty, strengthening both the political and the cultural 

bonds between the members of the emerging “abstract collectivity” (cf. James

1996). In this respect, all public holidays, and particularly those that explicitly 

celebrated the experience of nationality (i.e., the Day of Bulgarian Liberation, the 

Day of Sts. Cyril and Methodius, etc.) assisted the creation of the national myth. 

This was a master-narrative that circumscribed all notable and lasting events from 

the past and present history of the state, thus enabling the communication of the 

nation’s uniqueness while simultaneously commanding respect from the 

‘outsiders’ (Vazov 1957,161; cf. Parkinson 1996, 668-669).

Although the official cultural policy was often inconsistent and vacillating, 

it served the sole purpose of drawing together the community of citizens by 

means of endorsing the Bulgarian ethnic values and norms as the placeholders of
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political as well as cultural cohesion. In this context, a pivotal act that legitimated 

the Bulgarian nationalist idea was the so-called “Memorandum Regarding 

National Patriotic Education” (Decree No. 12353), issued by the Bulgarian 

Ministry of Learning on October 17, 1913. This document reveals the main 

objectives of the post-liberation educational and cultural system, insisting that 

young Bulgarians develop a “strong social instinct,” manifested in their 

“attachments to the ethnic collectivity,” strong belief in the Bulgarian “national 

genius,” and determination to work for the “realization of the national ideal” (qt. 

in Koneva 1995, 45). The rhetoric used in this document is very similar to the one 

utilized in Mikhailovski’s discourse. This ‘coincidence’ tentatively signals that 

the exaltation of the nation in a highly emotional register was a mobilization 

strategy exploited by the government and intellectuals alike with the intention to 

assist the participation of individuals in the building of the nation-state. Clearly, 

the nation was endorsed as a primordial birthright, which came along with certain 

privileges and responsibilities. For instance, the above-mentioned memorandum 

unambiguously declared that all Bulgarian citizens were to acquire common 

Bulgarian values and adopt the norms of behavior by which the collectivity 

maintains itself (Koneva 1995, 45).

In this sense, the wars led in the name of the Bulgarian nation’s 

consolidation (1885, 1912-1913, 1918, 1944) posed the greatest trials for state 

cultural politics. These indisputably proved that modem Bulgarian culture 

succeeded in affirming the significance of the nation. To put it in Weber’s terms, 

the official Bulgarian culture succeeded in positing “the contents of the nation as 

an absolute value” by communicating the “irreplaceability of the culture values 

that are to be preserved and developed only through the cultivation of the
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peculiarity of the group” (qt. in Jusdanis 2001, 34). Hence, national cultural 

institutions embraced the modem principle of nationalism. They effectively 

performed the service of “validating the existence of the nation in the name of its 

uniqueness” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 34). In short, these institutions enabled the 

nationalization of Bulgarian society by promoting the growth of national culture 

as “the keeper and expression of [people’s] distinctiveness” (cf. Jusdanis 2001,

34). This national culture not only was cultivated in the name of the nation’s 

uniqueness but also became a principle method for commanding loyalty from the 

citizens of the Bulgarian state, a commitment that in turn guaranteed the 

preservation of the Bulgarian ethnic identity.11 It is of no surprise then, that the 

message the official cultural institutions persistently communicated through their 

activities was the message of nationalism, professing that the Bulgarian nation 

was superior to its neighbors and therefore, the Bulgarian state and its subjects 

must preserve its uniqueness (Koneva 1995, 45-46; 48).

This type of nationalism is specific to the modernization projects of 

aspiring nation-states. Michael Hetcher has defined it as a “state-building 

nationalism” (2000, 62). In his view, its most conspicuous feature is that the 

efforts at cultural homogenization result from the growth of direct rule (Hetcher 

2000, 62). Such efforts become central to the ambitions of the emerging political 

elite whose purpose is to assimilate all culturally distinctive individuals by means 

of their involvement in the exercise of newly promoted national traditions, which 

often are designed “to impart a sense of national history that might supplant long- 

held popular attachments to local territories and authorities” (Hetcher 2000, 64). 

In this sense, the rediscovery of Bulgarian vernacular culture was institutionally 

encouraged, becoming the principle incentive of the free public education and

11 Koneva discusses the effect of another act of the Bulgarian Ministry of 
Learning issued on the eve of the first Balkan war (September 17, 1912). According to 
her, after its release the atmosphere in the capital, Sofia, was charged with militant 
patriotism for people greeted each other with “Blessed War!” instead of “Good 
morning!” (1995, 102).
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public culture, for it continued to sustain all claims for Bulgarian cultural 

uniqueness (Koneva 1995, 30-35; 45-46; 62; 85-145). Its constitution at the core 

of the newly emerging public culture determined the mode of social engineering 

of both the state and the intelligentsia (Koneva 1995,45, 82).

The official cultural agenda of the state clearly supported a cultural 

identity that was embedded in the matrix of pre-liberation cultural sentiments and 

identity categories. The purpose of promoting the study of Bulgarian folklore, 

ethnography, history, and language is apparent inasmuch as these academic fields 

served as public channels to advocate the urgency of the Bulgarian nation’s 

cultural and political integration. Agitating for the fulfillment of the national 

ideal, the systematic study of the Bulgarian language, folklore, history, and 

ethnography thus sanctioned the coincidence of territorial, ethnic-cultural, and 

political boundaries. Therefore, these disciplines in the post-liberation period 

developed as the most prestigious and respectful areas of academic research, 

exceeding in scope and publications the achievements of all other intellectual 

enterprises (Koneva 1995, 68-69).

Clearly then, the official nationalist doctrine while encouraging the study 

of Bulgarian traditional culture and lifestyle performed what Smith (1999) has 

defined as a “vernacular mobilization of the masses.” It proceeded from an 

understanding that vernacular culture, which only then became elevated as the 

basis of the national public culture, was the source of collective dignity and pride. 

The scholarly oeuvre of Professor Ivan Shishmanov, the founder of Bulgarian 

folkloristics and ethnography, most powerfully expressed this position. In an 

article, crucial for the development of Bulgarian cultural anthropology, which 

outlined the major principles of folkloristic and ethnographic research in Bulgaria,
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the distinguished post-liberation theorist championed the study of Bulgarian 

traditional culture as a grounding, identity-securing mechanism to ensure the 

continuity of Bulgarian national history (Shishmanov 1966, 7-61). Shishmanov 

was aware of the unfeasibility of preserving the traditional peasant culture under 

the new conditions. From his perspective, this culture also supplied an “archaic” 

model of cultural identity that was no longer fit to represent the changes in the 

Bulgarian mentality. In this article, he made it clear that the study, collection and 

documentation of ethnographic and folklore materials was vital. According to 

him, the study of Bulgarian vernacular culture offered insights into the “collective 

soul” and historical fate that were essential to piloting the nation in its further 

development. Thus, the crux of Shishmanov’s argument was that only a profound 

knowledge of the Bulgarian ethnic Weltanschauung, encoded in the living albeit 

slowly disappearing traditional peasant culture, would guarantee Bulgaria’s 

successful launch into modernity (1966, 25-31). In this light, the study of 

Bulgarian folklore and ethnography assisted the establishment of “a single 

continuous conceptual space” circumscribing the “undivided, primordial” totality 

of the Bulgarian nation (cf. James 1996, 183). It sustained all political claims for 

cultural homogeneity and served to justify the expansionist ambitions of the 

Bulgarian political elites.

Ernest Gellner is the renowned contemporary theorist who insisted that the 

development of a homogenized high culture is the most notable feature of the 

nation as a modem social formation (1983, 1997). However, if we agree with Paul 

James, this concept of cultural integration (i.e., cultural homogeneity) offers a too 

simplistic, one-dimensional representation of reality. James criticizes Gellner’s 

interpretation by stressing that the notion of homogenized high culture contains
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inherent contradictions. On the one hand, as he points out, Gellner’s theory fails 

to supply plausible explanation for the need for homogeneity, that is, why the 

single continuous cultural space of the high national culture emerges in the first 

place, and what factors assist its formation. Besides, the theorist disagrees that the 

process of constituting the continuous cultural space is usually one that aims at 

the creation of a closed and bounded society. As he underscores, the 

homogenization of culture often presupposes its opening to experimentation and 

exploration insofar as the development of a high national culture implies freedom 

of the intellectually trained to challenge and constantly undermine the supremacy 

of any ‘common’ version of cultural expression. As a result, the tensions between 

the various “risings of the cultural” (the high and the low, the traditional and the 

modem, the cosmopolitan and the local) come to play a significant role in the 

demarcation and maintenance of national boundaries (James 1996,140-144).

In his cogent discourse, the post-modernist scholar suggests that a more 

plausible picture emerges if the ‘rise of the cultural’ is explored through analysis 

of the parallel tensions, generated by the changes in the mode of integration. 

Resulting from the “rapid development of the means and relations of disembodied 

extension, including the newspaper and [the] telegraph” (James 1996, 180), as he 

points out,

These changes in the mode of integration also became part of the 
transfiguration of the hometown society and the uneven consolidation of the 
nation-state -  hence the overlap or coincidence of apparently antithetical 
subjectivities, from romantic longings for the blood and soil attachment of the 
village, and commonsense assumptions about the primordiality of the nation, 
to cosmopolitan desires for a “brotherhood of mankind.” Moreover, despite 
the way in which a dominant level of integration was reconstituting prior 
forms, it was an uneven process occurring more as the intersection-in- 
dominance of different forms of integration than the supplanting or complete 
dissolution of the old. Resistance to the modernizing tidal wave of capitalism 
and nation-state was common in the late nineteenth century, even if
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paradoxically the act of resistance itself also contributed to the reconstruction
of older ways of life (181; author’s italics).

At this point, I will discuss the methodological implications of James’ 

critique. They are significant for he offers a flexible and more ‘rounded’ 

theoretical approach to the phenomenon of Bulgarian intellectual resistance to the 

particular forms in which modernization took place in this historical locality. It 

serves well as a guiding framework for explicating the Bulgarian modernist 

cultural revolt because it allows for conceptualizing the attempts of Bulgarian 

modernists as a controversial practice. As I will show later, it entailed tensions, 

inconsistencies, and differences (but also interpenetration) between “the 

cosmopolitan, the national, and the ‘residual’ pockets of parochialism,” the high 

and the low culture, and the realms of the private and the public sphere (cf. James 

1996, 184). More importantly, James’ conceptual paradigm recognizes that the 

congruence of the political and the cultural presuppose some continuity of social 

structures and although the nation is a modem social formation, “it is [also] 

materially grounded in historically long-run social forms.” It continually “recalls 

‘concrete’ images of blood and soil” in order to affirm itself as a “community that 

extends beyond the boundaries of kinship relations or attachments to a perceptible 

place” (cf. James 1996, 183).

From what has been said, it is apparent that acknowledging such 

“ontological contradictions” (cf. James 1996, 183) -  intrinsic to the definition of 

nation -  is a tangible theoretical position that accounts for the complexity of the 

nation as a modem social form. James’ theorizations then offer a way to surmount 

the difficulties posed by the experience of the Bulgarian nation as ‘dismembered,’ 

i.e., a nation whose cultural and political boundaries did not coincide. In short, his
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analytical scheme helps us create alternative interpretative models to investigate 

cases that mainstream theories of nationalism have only inadequately handled. 

Now, I will conclude this section with a brief summary of the main points made 

so far.

Fin-de-siecle Bulgaria was an aspiring national state whose elites 

undertook the task of state-building with little political experience and without 

extensive preparation. The liberation from the Ottoman Empire set the clock at 

point zero, hence marking the beginning of modem Bulgarian history. Although 

the officially endorsed national myth sustained the legitimacy of the political 

community as a historical subject with a durable presence in international 

relations, trumpeting that the third Bulgarian state was the restoration, 

continuation and further development of Bulgarian statehood. In fact, the 

Bulgarian nation became a historical subject inscribed in space and time only with 

the institution of the modem state. The officially promoted version of Bulgarian 

identity clearly spelled out features that reified the collective solidarity and 

‘national character’ that was rooted firmly in the network of traditional social 

relations.

Besides, the Bulgarian nation was a politically constituted nation because 

it became a sovereign political unit as a result of a war. As Schnapper recognizes, 

the order of the state and the order of the nation are different things (1998). 

Although the Bulgarian state was an expression of the will of the Bulgarian ethnie 

to be recognized as a modem polity, the political bond that united the citizens was 

yet to be established. This is why the most pressing task of state building was the 

creation of the “political domain” as a “site of transcendence of all particularisms 

by means of citizenship” (cf. Schnapper 1998, 12). This granted, what also needed
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to be done in order to constitute the community of citizens was the formulation of 

a governing principle that would integrate the populations included in the political 

unit, as well as those that were perceived as Bulgarians, but dwelled outside the 

territorial boundaries of the state. In other words, the invention of the cultural 

principle that would pre-condition the inclusion of these populations in the 

Bulgarian state and would provide the basis for the political consolidation was a 

necessity that justified “the internal and external actions of the state” (cf. 

Schnapper 1998, 16). Both the political and the cultural unification of the 

Bulgarians therefore presented key objectives of the state nationalizing agenda.

As many theorists have claimed, the nation as an ideal type of political 

union is characterized by the coincidence of cultural unit and territorial political 

organization. As this apparently was not the case with the Bulgarians, the 

mobilization of the notion of cultural homogeneity was a strategy used by the 

Bulgarian nationalists in order to gain international recognition for the need to 

redraw the borders of their country so that the allegedly homogenized cultural 

entity would reside in its own territory, i.e., the Bulgarian nation-state. As history 

attests, they were prepared, if necessary, to arouse this homogeneity by aggressive 

political acts. Since the accoutrements of Bulgarian nationhood were already 

discovered in the existing vernacular culture, the elites felt that they needed to 

“[work] to increase the vitality of the nation by reinforcing the cultural 

homogeneity of populations” for the adopted national-political ideal was “the 

coincidence between the political unit and the cultural community” (cf. Schnapper 

1998, 28).

The Bulgarian post-liberation intelligentsia embarked on this mission with 

the enthusiasm of a pioneer generation, who had the self-confidence that its

217

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



visions and actions created the modem political, economic, social, and cultural 

dimensions of “the new Bulgaria” (Dr. Krustev 1978, 12). However, the outcomes 

of intellectuals’ participation in the state-building project are complex and often 

puzzling, leaving one with the impression that the modernization of Bulgarian 

society failed somewhat. “The reality of the restricted liberal modernity” (cf. 

Wagner 1994, 93) that the newly formed nation-state embodied, produced 

relentless societal anxiety and a lasting sense of crisis. Nonetheless, the fact 

remains: the Bulgarian Kingdom, regardless of the inconsistencies of its 

modernization, internal instability, and international isolation, effectively 

performed its function as a container and safeguard of modernity because it 

successfully imposed limitations on the experience of social order and 

nationhood. It introduced new sets of formal rules and power relations through 

“enabling and constraint” (cf. Wagner 1994, 94), thus setting the boundaries that 

established the collective agency, i.e., the Bulgarian nation.

4.2. ‘Folk Roots’ or the Politics of Traditional Bulgarian Identity

Interest in the Bulgarian traditional peasant culture arose in the 19th century under 

the influence of foreign, predominantly Serbian, Russian, Czech, and Ukrainian 

scholars and political activists.12 Particularly influential was the work of Yurii 

Venelin, who inspired Vasil Aprilov -  a famous Bulgarian merchant and 

respected benefactor of the Bulgarian national-cultural revival in the first half of 

the 19th century -  to start gathering traditional Bulgarian artifacts in order to draw 

the attention of the Great Powers and Russia to the Bulgarian cause. It is 

interesting to cite from Venelin’s letter sent to Aprilov on September 17, 1837. 

Here the prominent Russian folklorist wrote:

12 The works of the Serb Vuk Karadzic, the Russians Peter Bezsonov and Viktor 
Grigorovich, the Czech P. J. Safarik, and the Ukrainians Yurii Venelin and Mykhailo 
Drahomanov played a key role in the development of Bulgarian folkloristics. A pivotal 
moment in the familiarization of Western audiences with Bulgarian oral poetry was the 
publication by Auguste Dozon of a collection of Bulgarian folk songs, entitled Chansons 
populaires bulgares inedites, which appeared in Paris, in 1875.
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Dear Sir,
You are complaining that the Russians have forgotten the Bulgarians. Please, 
allow me to explain. The educated European nations have not forgotten the 
Greeks and the Serbs because they, while doing business in Europe, began 
speaking, writing, and loudly propagating ethnographic evidence about their 
people. For example, the Serbs have already published four volumes of their 
folk songs. [...] These songs were translated in French, German, and English.
Despite the poor translations, the educated European nations are still able to 
identify and appreciate the Homeric nature of these works. [...]
It is true that the Serbs are ignorant people, yet in the eyes of Europe they 
have acquired the status of an antique culture. Now, regardless of the 
misfortunes that happen to them, the Europeans who have read Homer’s 
poems do not ignore them because the Serbian folk songs speak on their 
behalf [,..].13

This letter clearly reveals the purpose served by Bulgarian folklore and 

ethnography in the pre-liberation period. It demonstrates that such activities 

played a complementary, albeit very important role in the process of national 

awakening and nation-formation by ascribing the fundamental vectors of cultural 

distinctiveness.

Amilcar Cabral has explained the significance of cultural claims in the 

process of national liberation. He espouses that culture is “the vigorous 

manifestation of the ideological or idealist plane of the physical and historical 

reality” of the colonized society, and in this respect, any attempts to “deny the 

culture of the people in question” provoke a reaction that negates the oppressor

13
B n e  c e  om iaxB aT e, yBaacaeMH rocno^H H e, u e  S tJ irap n T e c a  3a6paBeHH ot 

p y c irre . n o 3 B o n eT e  a a  Bh oGacha TOBa. T■bpuuTe h CT>p6HTe He c a  3a6paBeHH ot 
npocBeTeHHTe eB p on en cxH  HapoaH, 3aiqoTO Te caMHTe, TbpryBafixH  h cjiyacenxH  H3 
E B pon a, m m ie x a , ro B o p ex a  h xpeniA xa c eTHorpa(J)CXH cBeaeHHA 3a c e 6 e  ch. Taica 
HanpHMep, c tp S u T e  B ene m a a a o x a  H erap n  TOMa cboh HapoaHH necHH. [ . . . ] .  Tha necHH  
c a  npeBeaeH H  Ha (jipeHCKH, hcmckh h aHrjihhckh-, M axap tha n p eB o a n  a a  c a  caaG n, B ee  
n a x  o6pa30BaHHTe HapoaH He MoraT aa c e  HajnoGyBaT Ha omhpobckha xapaxT ep  Ha 
necHHTe hm [. . .] .  n p u  B ee u e  cbpGnTe ca  cbBceM  H eo6pa30BaH  H apoa, npeBoaH Te Ha 
HapoaHHTe hm necHH H axapaxa u ajia  E B pona a a  rn  CMATa B ene 3a nony-xnacH H ecxH  
H apoa. H  xaKBOTO h H em a cra e  a a  c e  c jiy u n  Ha CbpGirre, eB poneim H T e, xohto B ene c a  
n e a n  HnAaaTa h O an ceaT a , He m e  rn  3a6paBAT, 3amoTO Te no3HaBaT HapoaHHTe necHH  
Ha TAXHaTa apeBHOCT. E x cerp ts  o f  th is  le tter  w e r e  tra n s la ted  in  B u lg a r ia n  and  p u b lish e d  
b y  T o d o r  S h is h k o v  in  1858-1860 (cf. D in e k o v  1990).
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culture (Cabral 1994, 63). This specific role of Bulgarian folklore gathering 

should be underscored for it presents another difference from the Ukrainian case. 

As a patriotic activity, the collection and study of traditional artifacts, customs, 

and rituals was clearly executed with the intention to advertise the Bulgarian 

liberation movement in front of the Great Powers and win their assistance in the 

accomplishment of Bulgarian people’s political freedom. It gave opportunity to 

the leaders of the liberation movement to learn about their people and to create an 

inventory of cultural claims that supported the struggle for political liberation (cf. 

Cabral 1994, 63). In addition, as Cabral maintains, the purpose of any cultural 

analysis is to give “a measure of the strengths and weaknesses of the people when 

confronted with the demands of the struggle [for national liberation]” (1994, 63). 

The recorded folklore materials and ethnographic descriptions presented a form of 

cultural analysis because they demonstrated the Bulgarian progressive 

intelligentsia’s self-reflective and self-critical discovery of their culture. This 

process entailed a selection and revision of available categories that were assessed 

on the basis of their usefulness for the fabrication of the people’s reputable 

national ‘image.’ In this sense, the Bulgarian liberation movement was “not only a 

product of culture but also a determinant o f  culture.” A clear formulation of the 

objectives of cultural resistance thus became a compulsory and integral part of the 

Bulgarian liberation struggle (cf. Cabral 1994, 64).

Regardless of the fact that the collecting of folklore could be considered 

one of the most explicit manifestations of the growing Bulgarian national 

consciousness, the study and popularization of folklore materials as an organized 

collective endeavor in the course of the Bulgarian revival did not produce a 

widely spread intellectual movement.14 It was mostly an expression of personal

14 The earliest extant records of Bulgarian folksongs date back to the 16* century 
when two texts were found in a handwritten Bulgarian dictionary produced in Kostursko 
(presently in Macedonia). The collector used the Greek alphabet to record the songs. This 
isolated case reflects a subjective interest and certainly not a planned and organized 
activity. It was not until the 19* century that the gathering of Bulgarian folklore actually
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interests and was performed by amateurs, who populated the large Bulgarian 

emigre colonies of Istanbul, Bolgrad, Odesa, Bucharest, and Vienna.15 The 

primary case in point is Liuben Karavelov, who published part of his 

ethnographic records as Pamiatniki narodnogo byta bolgar (Documents of the 

National Way of Life of the Bulgarians, 1861). His collection was written in 

Russian and published in Moscow. This fact clearly betrays the Bulgarian 

intelligentsia’s ambition to win the support of the Russian imperial government in 

promoting the Bulgarian national cause. Karavelov’s intellectual efforts show that 

Bulgarian folklore and ethnographic materials supplied evidence for the richness 

and longevity of Bulgarian culture, suggesting also that the people who have 

created it formed a distinct ethnic group whose natural rights ought to be 

recognized by the international community.

During this first stage of the development of Bulgarian folkloristics, 

romantic ideas were a dominant conceptual model. The ideas of German romantic 

philosophy and nationalism reached the Bulgarian educated society directly or 

through the influence of the Austrian Slavs and the Russians (Pundeff 1994, 18). 

Under these influences, the oral tradition together with the vernacular language, 

the Orthodox Christian religion, and the history of the Bulgarian state were 

identified as the bedrocks of Bulgarianness. The ‘facts’ they provided were used 

to sustain political claims for practicing Bulgarian self-determination. The search 

for the ‘inner,’ primordial sources of Bulgarian ethnic distinctiveness at that time 

was unproblematic inasmuch as “[...] the striking differences of language, 

religion, and alphabet, and the pride in their own civilization and heritage set the

began. The collections that marked the turning point were published by foreigners: Vuk 
Karadzic’s Narodna Srpska Pesarnitsa was published in 1815, while Yurii Venelin’s 
book, entitled Drevnie i nyneshnie bolgary (1829) was written in Russian (Dinekov 1990, 
80-81).

15 A detailed list of the major first publications of Bulgarian folklore, collected 
and published by ethnic Bulgarians could be found in Shishmanov 1966, 7-11, notes 1 
and 2.
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conquerors and the conquered, the ghaazi and the raya, sharply apart and 

reinforced the cohesion of each of the antagonistic nationalities” (Pundeff 1994, 

11).

In the light of the present discussion, Jason Goodwin’s analysis is also

worthy of mention. The post-modernist historian suggests that “[t]he most

impressive feature of Ottoman rule was its opposition to the thin inadequacies of

national identification.” In his view,

The Ottoman system made no national distinctions; and truly there were few 
to be made with clarity. Language was a very uncertain indication of 
nationality [...] Nationalism was a pretense, like the construct of the empire 
which it came to overthrow. As soon as nationhood became the coy, the 
principles on which each nation based its identity could be cobbled together 
ad hoc from a smorgasbord of history, religion, middle-class notions of 
propriety, brigand notions of honour, foreign intervention, Ottoman initiation, 
military advocacy, energetic tyrants, slothful pashas, ambitious professors of 
philology, greed, despair and ridiculous youthful heroism (1999,294-295).

Although I, in principle, welcome this interpretation, it seems to me that 

the problem of the Bulgarian, Greek, Serbian and other Balkan nationalism(s) is 

not as simple as the American scholar wishes it to be. I tend to espouse the 

position of the anthropologist Marcus Banks who advises that “the interplay of 

self-identification and external classification is important in the process of 

endorsing a national identity” (1996, 132). Moreover, as Banks further 

acknowledges, this interplay and effort to confer a respectable national image 

takes place in a taxonomic space that is not neutral. This space renders available, 

if  not acceptable identity categories. In the majority of instances, these seem to be 

dually constructed through negotiation and interaction between the self- 

identification (on a personal as well as on a group level) and the ‘imprint’ of 

categories (labels) from outside, or as Banks has put it, between “achievement and
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ascription” (1996, 132).

In this respect, crucial for the articulation of the Bulgarian ethnic identity 

and mobilization of the masses was the mapping of Bulgarian distinctiveness onto 

a set of rigidly maintained ethnic boundaries between the Bulgarians, the Greeks, 

and the Serbs. As a result, all claims of cultural distinctiveness were formulated in 

contrast to the claims of the Greeks and the Serbs. The rhetorical style used to 

extol Bulgarianness at that time markedly reflects the antagonistic nature of those 

comparisons. The three ethnic groups contended in winning the support of the 

Great Powers for their particular national cause and this rivalry distinctly affected 

the construction of identity defining descriptors.

Petur Dinekov, the prominent Bulgarian folklorist, also has pointed out 

that the collection and publication of folk songs and other ethnographic 

documentation in the pre-liberation period was above all an instantaneous reaction 

against the threat to the integrity of Bulgarian ethnic identity, posed by the 

colonizing cultural and political aspirations of the neighboring ethnic groups 

(Greeks and Serbs above all; Dinekov 1990, 87). Also, as previously mentioned, 

the folkloristic activities of the Bulgarian intellectuals harmonized with their 

ambition to construct a Bulgarian national image for the Western powers and 

Russia, in pursuit of international political support for the growing Bulgarian 

independence movement. For these reasons, the politics of Bulgarian self- 

identification involved significant exertion of efforts in demonstrating that the 

Bulgarian people were unfortunate, oppressed and ‘forsaken’ by the civilized 

world. In this conceptual framework, the folklore materials were used to certify 

that Bulgarians were a people possessing a rich and unique as well as a very 

ancient culture. Thus, a dominant bearing in the political use of the Bulgarian
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folklore during the period of Bulgarian national revival became the struggle to 

discredit a widely accepted belief by foreign scholars and collectors that 

traditional Bulgarian songs were poor, unskilled and expressionless adaptations of 

Serbian folk epics (Dinekov 1990, 85-86). In short, the ‘essentialization’ of the 

vernacular culture, its ‘invention’ as a common tradition that defined the group’s 

“cultural personality” (cf. Cabral 1994, 56) was a reaction to the negative 

evaluation and the ascribed international ‘labels’ that portrayed Bulgarian culture 

as unoriginal and underdeveloped.

Clearly then, the collecting and publishing of ethnographic data were 

important, though not the most notable aspects of the Bulgarian intellectuals’ 

patriotic activities. From the second half of the 19th century onward they engaged 

in explicit revolutionary acts against the Ottoman Empire and Greek and Serbian 

assimilation politics. Thus, the western and central Bulgarian territories saw the 

most enthusiastic involvement of intellectuals in the gathering of traditional 

Bulgarian heritage.16

During the period of national revival, Bulgarian folklore turned into a 

valuable cultural asset because it supplied the ‘content’ of the secular and most 

recent expression of Bulgarian ethnicity. The sense of identity endorsed during 

this period was predicated on the cultural differences between the Turkish 

colonizers and the colonized Bulgarian speaking population. In a typically 

romantic fashion, the patriots placed the demographically prevalent peasant 

‘class’ at the core of the nation, identifying the ‘people’ as a tightly bound, 

cohesive patriarchal collectivity whose independent institutional existence was

16 This is not surprising considering, that the Western parts were the territories 
fiercely disputed by the neighboring countries. For this reason, two Bulgarian folklorists, 
who were bom in that area, have been celebrated as passionate Bulgarian patriots. 
Dimitur (1810-1862) and Konstantin (1830-1862) Miladinovi were bom in Struga 
(present-day Macedonia). As legend has it, the Miladinov brothers died in prison, 
allegedly poisoned by Greek Phanariots because of their agitation for the recognition of a 
distinctive Bulgarian culture. Their work suggests that in the 1860s the Slavic population 
in these lands had a Bulgarian national consciousness (Detrez 1997, 217-8). In regards to 
the central parts, these constituted the core of the modem Bulgarian nation-state.
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abruptly ceased by the Ottoman oppressors. Thus, local vernacular customs and 

traditions were acclaimed because they legitimated a sense of history that 

sustained the memory of, and pride in, the achievements of the medieval 

Bulgarian state. In addition, the traditional lore was still alive at the time and as a 

result, folklore was strongly associated with the other two key ethnic descriptors 

of the Bulgarian nation, namely the vernacular language and history. Included 

within the idea of a sovereign Bulgarian state, these three principles encoded the 

quintessence of Bulgarianness, which was also defined in comparison to the 

neighboring Balkan cultures of the Greeks and the Serbs. In this respect, the 

claims for Bulgarian cultural superiority played major role in the national self- 

definition, asserting the originality and richness of the Bulgarian vernacular 

language, culture, and history. Those claims supplied the ‘cultural’ content of the 

emerging Bulgarian nationality and contained its distinctiveness.

In its function as the principle marker of cultural uniqueness and container 

of Bulgarian autochthonous identity, the living oral tradition also played an 

important role as a resource for the development of modem Bulgarian literature. 

The evolution of Bulgarian literature as a social institution was an essentially 

modem phenomenon, because the social imagination of that period vigorously 

associated Bulgarian belles-lettres with the idea of nationality and modernity. For 

Bulgarian intellectuals, the emergence of a written tradition in the vernacular 

symbolized the success of the Bulgarian people in upholding their ethnicity under 

conditions of a detrimental colonial rule. They compared the new literature to 

Greek and Serbian cultural production, asserting both its uniqueness and 

significance for the awakening of the Bulgarian national consciousness. The 

maturation of modem Bulgarian literature as an ethnic written literary tradition
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confirmed that the Bulgarians were a community of sophisticated and literate 

people, whose historical progress had been tremendously slowed down by the 

‘primitive culture’ of the invaders. Respectively, both the invented tradition 

(folklore) and the thriving vernacular culture aided modem Bulgarian literature as 

resources that bespoke the uniqueness of the Bulgarians, especially in contrast 

with the conquerors and the neighboring ethnic groups. For this reason, the 

literary production of that period was endorsed as a building block and expression 

of national identity. Its significance was measured by its social function of 

representing the collective experience, and the single evaluative criterion for its 

merit was its ability to reinforce the national ideal: an independent Bulgarian state 

(Shishmanov 1966, 59; Manning and Smal-Stockyi 1960, 52-72).

With respect to the relationship of folk poetry and prose to the belles- 

lettres of the Renascence period, Bulgarian scholarship unanimously has 

recognized the strong and enduring influence of Bulgarian folklore on the 

emerging written tradition (Dinekov and Lekov 1977). Conventionally, Bulgarian 

literary scholars view the oral tradition as the foundation of modem Bulgarian 

literature. The use of folklore in the revolutionary lyrics of Khristo Botev, perhaps 

the most eminent among the Bulgarian romantic poets, is well studied. The works 

of less significant romantic and sentimentalist authors who wrote in the 19th 

century also provide profuse examples. Here I would mention the names of 

Liuben Karavelov, Georgi Sava Rakovski, Ilia Bluskov, Naiden Gerov, Raiko 

Zhinzifov, and Petko Slaveikov (the father of Pencho Slaveikov, one of the first 

Bulgarian modernists). Folklore stylizations and adaptations proliferate in the 

writings of Ivan Vazov, the acclaimed patriarch of modem Bulgarian literature, 

who often retreated to the world of traditional legends and songs in order to find
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the most suitable representations of the national social ideal and express the most 

popular official vision of Bulgaria’s democratic future.

The claim that folk tradition played the role of a modeling aesthetic 

system (Dinekov and Lekov 1977, 25-26) is commonplace in Bulgarian literary 

scholarship. According to the standard interpretative position, Bulgarian folk 

songs and tales provided not simply the motifs, images and themes of modem 

Bulgarian poetry and fiction, but most of all affected the very manner of their 

aesthetic representation. In contrast to medieval Bulgarian literature, folklore texts 

offered a secular, realistic, and sensual metaphoric description of life events and 

human emotions that set the foundations upon which modem literary tastes and 

aesthetic perceptivity further flourished (Dinekov and Lekov 1977, 25-26).

This approach, however, is slightly biased. The relationship between 

folklore and literature in Bulgarian cultural history is not without problems. If one 

takes into account, for instance, Botev’s own pronouncements and evaluations of 

Bulgarian folk poetry, the picture is not as clear-cut as it may seem. According to 

the contemporary Bulgarian folklorist, Albena Khranova, Botev rarely engaged in 

romantic exaltation of the Bulgarian peasantry (1998). On the contrary, his 

articles published in Duma na Bulgarskite emigranti (Word of the Bulgarian 

Emigrants, 1871) and Zname (The Banner, 1874), often carry a negative 

assessment of Bulgarian folklore as a definitive descriptor of cultural 

identification (Khranova 1998, 87-88). Khranova’s explanation, and I 

wholeheartedly agree with her, is that such a conflictual attitude and the tensions 

resulting from Botev’s ambivalence arise because of his attempt to overcome the 

modeling paradigm of traditional aesthetics (i.e., realism) and express not the 

anonymous, all-inclusive, collective voice but his personal ideology and values
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(1998, 88). His lyrical discourses appropriated folkloric items through re- 

contextualization that intentionally situated the collective ‘voice’ within a matrix 

of idiosyncratic experiences. However, Bulgarian criticism has insufficiently 

addressed the implications of the folklore-literature adversity. By monopolizing 

the interpretation of lyrics by Botev and other pre-liberation poets as a form of 

‘folkloric stylization,’ mainstream criticism has used it to enhance a patriotic 

political agenda. During the epoch of Bulgarian national revival and thereafter, 

particularly during socialist rule, the tensions resulting from the denial of folklore 

as the modeling paradigm were perceived by definition as a deficiency with dire 

cultural consequences (denationalization). Works that failed to establish inter- 

textual or meta-textual relationships with Bulgarian folklore were assessed as 

insufficiently artistic and incomplete (Khranova 1998, 97-98).

In this respect, the association of folklore and literature as conventionally 

postulated by the Bulgarian critical imagination was a form of ideological 

manipulation through which the continuity of Bulgarian culture was established. 

It was an analytical construct enabling the unproblematic construction of cultural- 

historical continuity by gluing together multiple layers of cultural history. In my 

view, the ultimate purpose of this manipulation is clear: while setting up the 

boundaries of the national semiosphere, it also defined it as a diversified and rich 

intellectual space, a system of codes that gave rise to various, individual 

‘languages,’ all originating from the same source. In addition, this conceptual 

paradigm affirmed the centrality of literariness as a more sophisticated and 

refined yet ideologically dominant mode of artistic communication. In this sense, 

Khranova is correct in noting that modem Bulgarian literature since its inception 

took over and appropriated the non-literary modes of expression, subjecting them
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to ideological distortion that tried to bridge the gaps in what was perceived to be 

the discontinuous historical development of the Bulgarian written tradition and 

high culture (1998, 93).

In the post-liberation period, Vazov’s critical discourses most clearly 

exemplify this position for he insistently argued in favor of a realistic Bulgarian 

national literature, deeply rooted in the oral traditions. In fact, he contended that 

literary production that was not grounded in the vernacular culture had little to say 

to the Bulgarian audience and perpetually urged for the preservation of traditional 

aesthetics as a defining national category (Vazov 1957, 645-646). In his view, 

modem Bulgarian literature ought to espouse the collective values of the ethnic 

group. “Only then,” wrote the patriarch, “it will be capable of expressing the 

nation’s indigenous character” (1957, 46). Consequently, he advocated that 

realism based on the “folkloric principles” of artistic representation should be 

accepted as the method of modem Bulgarian literature (Vazov 1957, 632-633). 

On such premises, he maintained that the most significant social function of 

written Bulgarian literature was to express “the feelings, the genius and the 

originality of the people” (Vazov 1957, 46). As the writer believed, only then 

would Bulgarian belles-lettres secure the perpetuation of the ethnic quintessence 

(Vazov 1957, 390).

It is clear that Vazov championed a collectivistic interpretation of 

Bulgarian nationality and his understanding permeated the conceptualization of 

Bulgarian national literature as an expression of the collective experience, filtered 

through the traditional Bulgarian Weltanschauung. Thus, he saw the emerging 

written literary tradition as a prime identity-securing mechanism and the leading 

institution of signification in modem times (Vazov 1957, 46).
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Vazov’s enunciations are important because they indicate a traditional 

intellectual approach to the definition of the Bulgarian nation (cf. also 

Shishmanov 1966, 310-312). Conventionally, the Bulgarian patriotic intelligentsia 

has sought the essence of group identity in the institutional existence of the ethnie 

as an autonomous political, religious, and cultural collective agency. The first to 

describe the ‘national character’ and to articulate the ideal of Bulgarian identity 

was Paisii Khilendarski. His brief history of Bulgarian statehood 

(Slavianobulgarska istoriia, 1762) proposed that the source of Bulgarian identity 

rested within the ethnic group as a whole, therefore endorsing a sense of group 

belonging that became a form of mandatory public behavior. To Father Paisii, the 

national identity was something that had been lost and that needed to be revived 

and regained by the community as a whole. His discourse celebrated 

Bulgarianness as a permanent collective condition, embodied in the ethnic 

group’s past and vernacular culture and he ardently invited his compatriots to 

recognize the supremacy of the bonds that tied them to the national community: 

“Oh thou foolish and degenerate man, why art thou ashamed to call thyself a 

Bulgarian? Have not the Bulgarians had a Kingdom and Empire of their own? 

Why shouldest, thou, O imprudent man, be ashamed of thy nation and shouldest 

labor in a foreign tongue?” (qt. in Manning and Smal-Stockyi 1960, 51).17 Thus, 

the monk from Khilendar exalted Bulgarian nationhood as a social commitment to 

the ethnic group and willingness to sacrifice one’s life in a way that no other 

group or association commanded. To him, nationality was not a matter of personal 

choice but an exigency that stemmed from one’s embeddedness in a given 

historical and genealogical community. He failed to see it as an immediate 

personal experience, therefore, insisting on the irreplaceability of the taken-for-

17 The modernized version of Paisii’s history is available on-line from Bulgarska 
virtualna biblioteka Slovoto (1999-2003): http://slovoto.orbitel.bg. Cf. Predislovie hum 
oniia koito zhelaiat da prochetat i chuiat napisanoto v taia istoriia.
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granted concrete collectivity as a source of dignity and status.

Father Paisii’s model of national identification built upon three main 

principles, thereafter consistently reified in the nationalizing discourses of the 

more conservatively oriented representatives of the Bulgarian intelligentsia. The 

glorification of the past and the definition of Bulgarian identity, exclusively in 

terms of retrospective association with the institutions of the medieval Bulgarian 

state and church, nourished this version of national identification. The 

maintenance of firm ethnic boundaries with the Greeks, the Serbs and the Turks, 

also aided the articulation of the essential principles of Bulgarian nationality. 

Thus, Paisii’s and subsequent formulations accentuated the ‘primordial’ quality of 

the ethnie, asserting that the Bulgarians were a people with a long history of 

institutional existence thus giving prominence to the political rather than the 

cultural element in national self-determination. According to this conservative and 

somewhat limited vision, the continuity of political tradition presented the most 

powerful argument in support of Bulgarian nationhood.

Bulgarian political elites adopted this model because it emphasized the 

natural and primeval character of the modem Bulgarian polity. They saw it as an 

opportunity to agitate for an armed resolution of the national question, 

simultaneously enhancing the internalization of a social identity that cherished the 

authority of the state. As one Bulgarian critic points out, all representations of 

traditional communal existence and material life, together with the vernacular 

language and culture, were interpreted as reflections of the ethnie's glorious and 

dignified past, and used in the present to clearly institute the Bulgarians as a 

distinctive political nation (Elenkov 1994, 11).

Indeed, Paisii’s history extolled a number of ‘typical’ Bulgarian qualities,
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which later came to be associated with the ‘autochthonous ethnic character,’ 

namely “tolerance,” “friendliness,” “simplicity,” “veneration of authority,” and so 

on. These traits were consistently attributed to the ‘People,’ a notion that for the 

post-liberation political elites identified the peasant population of Bulgaria, and 

therefore, were affirmed as the roots of Bulgarian national identity. Additionally 

elaborated by later generations of intellectuals, these served as a repository of 

nationalizing ‘stereotypes’ used to excite and mobilize the masses to partake in 

the nation-building process. Paisii, for example, claimed that unlike the Greeks, 

who were “refined” but “perfidious,” Bulgarians were “plain” but “good-natured” 

(Colombo and Roussanoff 1976, 61-62). His style of romantic adulation featured 

the ‘uncultured peasantry’ as the bearer of high morality and love for freedom, yet 

a people who were committed to upholding their collective well-being. Paisii’s 

history demonstrated that the Bulgarian people knew and respected the power of 

higher authority and, if needed, the people were ready to sacrifice their lives for 

the collective interests symbolized by the King and the state.

It is no wonder that the official version of national identity relied on this 

model. Apparently, it instilled qualities and values that rendered Bulgarian 

citizens obedient and governable subjects, who highly esteemed the authority 

vested in the ruling administration and the head of the state. In addition, Paisii’s 

version of national identity vigorously declared the Bulgarian people’s superiority 

in comparison with the ‘hostile’ Greeks and Serbs. Therefore, it supplied a 

psychologically beneficial model for identification, which emphasized the rights 

of Bulgarians to be united and thus, justified the expansionist political ambitions 

of the elites.

The conservative version of national identity also found a particularly
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strong reification in the writings of the realist and populist writers whereby it 

offered an image, though nostalgically charged, of the undivided and harmonious, 

ideal existence of the ethnos. Here this model was supported, and became an 

expression of an ideological position that obsessively opposed modernization. The 

conservative ideal of nation motivated the reaction of the older generations of the 

Bulgarian intelligentsia, whose representatives believed that any ‘modification’ 

and adjustment would be harmful to group identity. It entrenched an exclusively 

collectivistic reading of the nation that, unlike the official version of 

Bulgarianness, sought the source of group identity in the everyday, mundane life 

of the peasant. The idealization of the past in this context motivated an absurd 

rationale that called for the revival of the ‘traditional’ societal and economic 

institutions. According to this view, preserving the patriarchal ideology, mental 

structures, and networks of social relations opened the possibility of perpetuating 

the group’s originality in the modem era.

In the view of some contemporary Bulgarian scholars, this exclusively 

collectivistic reading of Bulgarian identity originated in the pre-liberation period 

as a cultural reaction to colonial oppression. It was inspired by the loss of the 

Bulgarian state, which left the Bulgarian people ‘in the dark,’ for centuries 

isolated from the mainstream European developments. Elenkov, for example, 

argues that concepts such as “traditional society,” “patriarchal society,” 

“traditional culture” and “folk culture” in the early 1900s communicated the idea 

of “statelessness,” and were used in the ethnographic and historical writings of the 

period as synonyms, clearly connoting the nation’s insipid and shameful existence 

on the margins of Europe. As he writes:

At the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, Bulgarian society
[came to pass an interesting point]: it was as if two different layers of culture
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simultaneously co-existed and people from different historical epochs all 
lived together. In this consisted [the source of struggle and tensions] that 
encroached upon the process of national self-definition and impelled the 
search for a new identity to meet modern-day expectations of the nation’s 
future.18

The Bulgarian scholar explains that the image of a patriarchal or 

traditional culture, described in the ethnographic literature and the populist-realist 

belles-lettres, implied hermetically confined and limited existence within the 

ethnic group, which in itself was regarded an eternal, natural and self-contained 

formation (Elenkov 1994, 17-18). This model of traditional society required each 

person to be tightly associated with the community, which in its totality 

sanctioned and validated individual existence by strict regulation of the norms of 

public conduct. In traditional Bulgarian society, domination was enforced and 

sustained through interpersonal relations that emphasized the ‘binding’ of 

individual and group by imposing blood and friendship relations as primary 

principles of social communication. “There was no individual truth and there was 

hardly a personal life,” writes the scholar, for the events of private significance 

(birth, death, personal success, and so on) were considered “an important aspect 

of collective welfare,” and hence, subjected to a complex ritualistic legitimization 

through the system of customary seasonal celebrations (Elenkov 1994, 7).

The populists and the realists thus defined Bulgarian national identity 

along the lines of idealized bonds between the individual and the community. In 

their writings, the older generations of Bulgarian intellectuals stressed above all 

those ties that made a person part of traditional basic structures (i.e., the

18 TIopu b Kpas Ha XIX h HananoTO Ha XX Bex ce nojiynaBa HHTepecHaTa 
CHTyauHH, ne Moace m Gvie bhotho b Gb/i rape koto oGmecTBo caKam ê HOBpeMeHHO 
npeGHBaBaHe Ha pa3JiHHHH eTaacH b KyjrrypaTa, caxam ctBMecTeH xchbot Ha xopa ot 
pa3JiHHHH BexoBe. ToBa e h eano ot oSacHeHnaTa 3a HanperaaTOTO AnpeHe Ha Kjuona, 
pa3KpHBaiu KyjiTypHaTa uneHTHHHOCT oiroraBa KaTo HeoGxoflHMa onopa 3a HOBa 
UgeHTHHHOCT, OTroBapama Ha xopraoHTa Ha onaKBaHHa npea GtJirapcKOTO Graeme 
(Elenkov 1994, 6).
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patriarchal family, the village, the Orthodox diocese, etc.).19 They focused on 

showing the Bulgarian experience as something harmonious, primordial, and 

larger than the individual who was merely an insignificant building block in the 

collective formation. Such a collectivist approach fed on the nostalgia for the past 

and the romanticized accessories of former cultural identification -  the 

ethnographic tokens of traditional peasant culture such as the village square 

[megdan], the pub [kruchma], bagpipes [gaidi], moccasins [tsurvuli], and so on 

(Elenkov 1994, 18).

In agreement with Elenkov, I here espouse that the populist fiction and 

paintings (the so-called artistic trend of bitopizm) were “an aesthetization of the 

traditional society and an aspect of [a] general ideological model of resistance to 

the changes, which the Bulgarian society endured at the turn of the century” 

(1994, 19). The manifestations of this culture-specific complex were not limited 

to expressions in modem Bulgarian literature and the arts, but proliferated in 

various spheres of Bulgarian public life as well (Elenkov 1994, 18; Elenkov 1998, 

13-31).

In this semiotic framework, the ‘rise of the social,’ a category that “came 

to be associated with all the qualities of the family, but applied to relations 

obtaining between men in the public sphere” supported the conservative vision of 

Bulgarian nationality, which attempted to “domesticate” political relations. 

Regardless of the variations in its articulation, it aspired to establish the public 

sphere as “a super-family [whereas] politics [turned into] a gigantic, nation-wide 

administration of house-keeping” (cf. Ringmar 1998). What is ‘wrong’ with this 

picture, as Ringmar contends, is that such a notion of political community was 

still largely based on “blood and kinship” allegiances that could tolerate “no

19 The works of Mikhalaki Georgiev, Todor Vlaikov, Tsani Ginchev, and other 
populist writers are typical in this regard. In their fiction, such populist-realist writers 
represented the Bulgarian experience as an almost intact, idyllic perpetuation of the self- 
sufficient, ubiquitous life cycle, encompassing both individual and communal existence.
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foreign contamination, no impurities or mixes” (Ardent, qt. in Ringmar 1998). 

Respectively, it could not accommodate the need for acknowledging the unique 

qualities of the individual, which in its own terms was one of the major pledges to 

allegiance that made the modem nation-state thrive (cf. Schnapper 1998, 26-27). 

The threat, therefore, was that a modem society built upon this conceptualization 

of political community failed to substantiate a politics “based on the intimacy of 

citizens” that was less prejudiced, and less exclusionary than that based on “the 

intimacy of the national family or the national body” (cf. Ringmar 1998).

Be that as it may, traditional culture indeed became an essential part of the 

modem Bulgarian consciousness. In a sense, it provided a point of departure for 

post-liberation Bulgarian intellectuals who, although acknowledging its strong 

formative influence, could no longer embrace it wholeheartedly and gullibly 

accept the identity it embodied. Similar to the Ukrainian case, the essentialization 

of the Bulgarian vernacular culture signaled the moment in which the Bulgarian 

intelligentsia became conscious of its own cultural history. From this point on, 

vernacular culture (traditional society) established the ‘roots’ of national identity, 

and while assiduously revised and reinterpreted, it continued to inform all 

successive efforts for national self-definition and identity construction.

As Elenkov suggests, “the feeling that traditional Bulgarian society is 

falling apart, and that European civilization [i.e., modernization] inescapably, 

though slowly, progresses through the Bulgarian lands, constitute two poles of 

anxiety in the search for national identity in the early 1900s” (Elenkov 1994, 14). 

At that time, as already noted, the model of national identification outlined by 

Paisii was the most popular, flowing into the officially adopted version of 

Bulgarianness, upon which Bulgarian public culture emerged.
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In the light of the present discussion, it is important to mention another 

aspect in the traditional model of Bulgarian self-representation. As it was 

originally formulated in the nationalizing discourses of the Bulgarian 

revolutionary intelligentsia, the concept of Bulgarianness embraced a significant 

dose of shame and embarrassment, triggered by the perceived ‘absences’ or 

deficiencies in cultural development. Thus, Bulgarian intellectuals adopted 

Hegel’s model and began defining the nation in negative terms. This negative 

definition of nation became a structural feature of the Bulgarian post-liberation 

social imagination.

Aleksandur K’osev has explored in detail the implications of this negative

self-perception, identifying it as an attempt at “self-colonialization” (1999).20

According to the contemporary Bulgarian critic,

[...] in the genealogical knot of Bulgarian national culture there exists the 
morbid consciousness of an absence -  a total, structural, non-empirical 
absence. The Others -  i.e., the neighbors, Europe, the civilized World, etc. 
possess all that we lack; they are all that we are not. The identity of this 
culture is initially marked, and even constituted by the pain, the shame -  and 
to formulate it more generally -  by the trauma of this global absence. The 
origin of this culture arises as a painful presence of absences and its history 
could be narrated, in short, as centuries-old efforts to make up for and 
eliminate the traumatic lacks (K’osev 1999; author’s italics).

His observation calls to mind Brubaker’s statement that nationalizing 

discourses of aspiring states are predicated on what is perceived as anomalous and 

pathological condition of expressing the nation (cf. 1996, 79). As K’osev points 

out, the first implication of such rueful self-stereotyping is that the nationalist 

ideal materializes as efforts to ‘revive’ rather than ‘inaugurate’ the nation and in 

this respect, the intellectual articulation of the Bulgarian nation is no exception in 

what Brubaker has defined as “nationalizing” nationalisms (1999). Another

20 An expanded, carbon version of this text in Bulgarian is published in a 
collection of scholarly articles entitled Bulgarskiat kanon? Krizata na literaturnoto ni 
nasledstvo, edited by A. K’osev (Sofia: “Aleksandur Panov,” 1998) 5-49.
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ramification that K’osev discusses, which in the context of Bulgarian history had 

a more significant impact, was the internalization of the collectively felt 

‘inferiority’ in relation to the modem world and particularly, in relation to Europe. 

The ambivalent constitution of Europe as the ‘center’ and the significant Other, 

similarly to the Ukrainian case, produced a series of negative introspective 

stereotypes that portrayed the Bulgarians as inferior, uncouth, and uncultured 

‘People.’ In Bulgaria, the sublime embodiment of this internalized inferiority is 

the character of Bai Gan’o, created by Aleko Konstantinov in 1895.

Originally, this character appeared as a secondary fictional figure in the 

travel memoirs recounting Aleko Konstantinov’s visit to the International 

Exposition in Chicago (1894). Bai Gan’o is the central character of a separate 

prose work, entitled Bai Gan ’o. Neveroiatni razkazi za edin suvremenen bulgarin 

(Bai Gan’o. Extraordinary Tales About a Contemporary Bulgarian), which 

Konstantinov published in 1895. This original assemblage of loosely connected 

short stories tells of Bai Gan’o’s various adventures in Europe and his political 

career in post-liberation Bulgaria. The piece presents an interesting genre form, an 

explicitly critical narrative that intentionally undermined the officially promoted 

version(s) of Bulgarian national identity. Since then, Bai Gan’o has been 

discursively appropriated both in critical and fictional discourses, constantly re

invented and re-affirmed as the supreme negative archetype, the ultimate source 

of collective embarrassment and shame. Konstantinov’s fictional persona is used 

in social interactions even today as a cultural icon that demonstrates the ‘belated’ 

and aberrant development of the Bulgarian nation. It is evoked in contexts where 

interaction emphasizes the discomforting, confusing, and generally, humiliating 

experience of the Bulgarian nationality. Simultaneously, Bai Gan’o is a culturally
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specific symbol that is often used to affirm the highly localized specificity of the 

Bulgarian experience, thus evoking a deep sense of cultural intimacy (cf. Herzfed 

1997). In this light, he seems to be used as a cultural symbol, mobilized mostly in 

“potentially threatening contexts” whereby “the familiar social experiences” must 

be projected onto unknown and challenging social environments (cf. Herzfeld 

1997, 7).

In addition to creating a “common ground with the encompassing 

society,” enhancing the bond and sense of belonging to the nation, the self- 

abasing introspective stereotypes such as Bai Gan’o delineate a discursive “secret 

space” free from the nationalizing “sometimes suffocating formal ideology of the 

state” thereby allowing the experience of nationality through “often disruptive 

popular practices” whose existence the state, tries to suppress (cf. Herzfeld 1997, 

5). In this manner, the tension between the official cultural logic of the nation

state and the lived historical experiences of the Bulgarian nationality enabled the 

construction of another structural opposition to assist the intellectual articulation 

of the nation. The ambivalent emotional experience of Bulgarianness as a 

simultaneously empowering and humiliating condition, encoded in Father Paisii’s 

history, “suggests the possibility of subtle recasting(s) of the official discourses” 

that provoked the “rethinking of the multiple pasts” and engendered “the counter- 

invention^) of tradition” (cf. Herzfeld 1997, 12). In the Bulgarian context, two 

main structural gaps determined the orientations of the modernist revolt. On the 

one hand, there was “the civil discontent in the validation of the nation-state as 

the central legitimizing authority” (cf. Herzfeld 1997, 2) in the life of the 

individual. This discontent provoked the modernist formulation of Bulgarian 

identity in opposition to the official versions of cultural identity and resulted in
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91“disemia” that supported the binary split between the ‘state’ and the ‘People.’ 

On the other hand, the Modernists’ deeply ingrained ‘alienation from the people’ 

generated another discursive dichotomy, one signifying the split between the 

‘elite’ and the ‘ordinary’ people. On these premises, the modernists pushed 

forward claims for power and participation in the nation-building, “[engaging] in 

the strategy of essentialism” (cf. Herzfeld 1997, 31). Although they drew on the 

common repository of ‘shared’ positive and negative symbols and self

designations, their nationalizing quests suggest different interpretation and are 

beset by different interests, anxieties, and expectations.

In this sense, the Bulgarian case conforms to the inherently controversial 

and contradictory formulation of nationality that characterizes the process of 

modernization and nationalization of ‘peripheral’ societies. The following 

chapter will look more closely at the identity politics of the Bulgarian modernists, 

exploring the modernizing initiatives related to it that pursued a radical 

transformation of the established social order.

21 Herzfeld’s broad definition of disemia identifies it as “the formal or coded 
tension between official self-presentation and what goes on in the privacy of collective 
introspection” (1997, 14).
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5. THE MODERNIST CULTURAL REVOLT: 

CONSTRUCTING NATIONAL HIGH CULTURE

5.1. The Social Imagination in Transition:

The Old and the New Bulgarian Intelligentsia
Transforming the social imagination and the manner in which Bulgarianness

would be typically conceptualized proved a painful and very laborious process.

Time and again, the Bulgarian progressive intelligentsia experienced the changes

as a period of deep spiritual and moral crisis, struggling to accept its own

historical fate, each time going back to its roots, eager to surmount the pressures

of its past and present. For example, in his article “Bulgarskata inteligentsid’

(Bulgarian Intelligentsia), Dr. Krustev clearly expressed the anxiety resulting

from what he viewed as a scarcity of patriotic zeal and national enthusiasm during

the period of building the new Bulgaria. He characterized his contemporary

society and fellow citizens in the following manner:

[...] Our patriotic idealism vanished. Crude materialism and egotistic 
concerns with securing a ‘respected position’ set in instead. In the life of our 
nation apathy reigned for the times were charged with a sense of crisis (kriza) 
similar to that experienced by a man whose dreams had come true or had 
already lost any appeal to him [...]. On the other hand, even though the new 
generation [of intellectuals] was incapable of creating new ideals, it 
succeeded in preserving respect for their elders. In spite of all partisan wars, 
governmental mistakes and wanderings in the dark, failures and 
malfunctions, this generation did not betray patriotic ideals but daringly and 
firmly defended national interests (narodni interesi) whenever it thought the 
fatherland (otechestvo) was in danger.1

1 [...] IlaTpHOTHHeCKHflT eHTyCHa3T>M OTJieTfl H ce 3aMeHH C Tpe3BOTO H 
“pa3yMHOTo” BapfleHe Ha floGpoTO HMe, Ha cneuejieHHa nounT, Ha rpyfina HHTepec. B 
yKHBOTa Ha Hapona HacTMiBame en oxa , MHoro cxoflH a c oHaa en oxa , c OHaa Kproa, koxto 
npeacHBABa BceKM HHflHBunyyM, KoraTO SjisHOBeTe My cTaHaT /jeHCTBHTejiHocT hjih 
H3ry6aT HaicorauiHOTO ch ouapoBaHHe. [...] Ho h  axo /ra He 6euie cnocofiHa jya cbs/iaae 
hobh HueajiH, HOBaTa HHTejiHremuia CbyMH ;u>;iro BpeMe ua 3ana3H b CBoaTa naMeT 
cBeTocTTa Ha CTapHTe BceHapoflHH H/ieaiiH h  BBnpexH BCHHKHTe napTH3aHCKH KHnexcn, 
BT>npeKH BCHHKHTe fl'bpacaBHH JiyTaHHfl H Hepa3fiHpmHHH, Ta He CaMO He H3BbpHIH
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Psychologically speaking, this frustration was experienced as a 

discrepancy between the imagined harmonious and complete national existence 

and the reality of the ‘dismembered,’ incomplete nation. As Dr. Krustev 

acknowledged, the major source of distress for the Bulgarian national 

intelligentsia was the shortage of patriotic ideals that could sustain the struggle for 

unification indefinitely (1898, 92). He claimed that the older generations of 

Bulgarian intelligentsia tempered their patriotic passion, giving in to more 

materialistic concerns and goals (Dr. Krustev 1898, 93). “[In the post-liberation 

period],” he lamented, “the cruelty of the state authorities” (brutalnostta na 

sredstvata, s koito si sluzheshe durzhavata) drove away from political 

participation all true patriots, namely people who refused to compromise the 

purity and integrity of the national ideal. “To commence a movement of the same 

proportion and colossal enthusiasm” (da se dostigne podobno vuzbuzhdane, 

podoben entusiazum) as the pre-liberation revolutionary movement, in his view, 

was impossible (Dr. Krustev 1898, 93).

In this context, as the contemporary Bulgarian scholar Aleksandur 

Iordanov (1993) points out, the ideas of West European Modernism, especially 

the Symbolist musings on beauty, truth and harmony, fascinated the Bulgarian 

creative intelligentsia because they strongly resonated with a common appeal for 

the resurrection and reconstitution of Bulgarianness, which the majority of the 

intelligentsia at the time felt was urgently needed. Informative, in this respect are 

Teodor Traianov’s reminiscences regarding the launching of the first symbolist 

journal in Bulgaria, Hiperion (1922-1931). The prominent Bulgarian poet, one of 

the earliest and most devoted followers of West European modernism, admitted in 

an interview with Atanas Dushkov that the reason for introducing the journal and 

forming the literary society of Bulgarian symbolists, was the depression and the

HHKHKBa H3M3Ha CnpHMO HapOAHHTe HHTepeCH, HO H CbyMH Aa 6bAe xpabpa H 

peniHTejiHa b  MHHym, KoraTo MHCJieine OTenecTBOTO b  onacraocT. (Dr. Krustev 1898, 
92-93; page citations refer to the reprint in Elenkov and Daskalov 1994, 91-97).
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sense of spiritual crisis overwhelming his contemporaries as a result of the 

Bulgarian defeat in the First World War. According to Traianov, the devaluation 

of the national ideal was the main reason motivating him and like-minded 

intellectuals to face this predicament. As he confessed, “The Bulgarian intelligent 

felt ashamed to call himself or herself a Bulgarian. The artistic intelligentsia, the 

producers of Bulgarian national culture, forgot the true meaning of the word 

‘fatherland,’ for in their eyes, it seemed an unattainable chimera.”2 The modernist 

poet remarked that the journal was conceived with the intention to bolster 

Bulgarian national consciousness and to offer “positive ideas and ideals” without 

explicitly promoting political solutions. To put it in Traianov’s words, the 

Bulgarian modernists made every effort “to grasp Beauty and the eternal forms of 

the Bulgarian spirit.” To cries for social justice, they responded with “pushing 

forward the national and ethnic issues.” The symbolists endorsed universalism 

instead of cosmopolitanism in order to breathe life into the Bulgarian nation and 

to promote Bulgarian nationalism because “[they] believed that only faithful 

nationalism is ‘the path’ leading to universalism.”3

The perception of spiritual crisis and moral regression was pervasive in 

the self-definition of Bulgarian modernists and marked their style of social 

imagining, influencing also their visions for the nation’s economic, political, and

2 UsaaBaHexo Ha “XnnepnoH” h ocHOBaBaHeTO Ha JiHxepaiypHaxa 3aapyra 
3anoHHa npe3 1922 r., K oraro  ayxoBHoxo naaeHHe noa Hanopa Ha oxpHuaxejiHHxe chjih 
6e B3ejio KaTacxpocjiajiHH pa3Mepn. Haumax HHxe/rareHx nonra ce cpaMyBame aa ce 
Ka3Ba 6'BJirapnH, a 3a noKOJiemiexo, xoexo GoaceM TBopeme KyjiTypa, noHaxnexo 
“oxeMecTBo” 6euie HaicaKBa XHMepa (Traianov 1935, 94; page citations refer to the reprint 
in Iliev 1992,91-95).

3 K p aco x a x a  h BenHHxe cjiopMK Ha 6r>jirapcKna a y x  6 a x a  bn arop oaH H xe ycHjiHH 
Ha bchhkh Hac. Ocbch xoB a, Ha BHKOBexe 3a counajiH H  npo6neM H , HHe 
npoxHBonocxaBHXM e HauHOHaiiHHxe h HapoaHocxHHxe 3aaaH n. B M ecxo  khm 
KOCMonojiHXH3r>M, HHe c e  cxpeM axM e kbm yHHBepcajin3x>M. CaM o Hpe3 nxjiH oxo  
H3acHBHBaHe Ha HHaHBHflyajiH3Ma M oxcem e a a  c e  cxH rae ao 6-bjirapcKa od m H ocx , ao 
6i>jirapcKHa HauHOHanH3i>M. [...] 3a Hac 6 e m e  HenoKJiaxHMa ncxuH a, n e  caMO n p es  
KpHcxajiHiw HauHOHajiH3i,M Moxce aa c e  cxnrH e ao yHHBepcajiH3T>M (T ra ia n o v  1935, 94 
and  n o te  341).
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cultural progress. In their discourses, the nation was persistently constituted as an 

‘object’ needing urgent regeneration. The West European oriented Bulgarian 

intellectuals -  contrary to the official politics of nationhood -  felt that the most 

pressing task was to turn the political unit into a cultured and civic nation. Hence, 

they insisted that their duty was to make the political and the cultural congruent 

by spelling out an authoritative cultural concept of Bulgarian nationality. The 

modernists rejected the ethnic model that supported the efforts for political 

liberation during the renascence period. They denounced the conventionalized 

national symbols of identification established in the course of the struggle for 

political independence because they saw these as already outdated. Their revolt 

aimed at discarding the inherited formulas of patriotic exaltation as tokens 

conducive of national sentiments because they evaluated them as a vain and 

insufficient source of national pride. Their bottom line, as I will try to show later, 

was the proposition that the state failed to elaborate a unifying cultural agenda, 

which categorically affirmed Bulgarian cultural distinctiveness, i.e., the 

singularity of the nation. Thus, the Bulgarian modernists saw a lack of national 

ideology and rushed to fill in the gap.

This is significantly different from Ukrainian nationalism. For the 

Bulgarian intelligentsia the formulation of cultural claims became more 

prominent after the constitution of the political nation, rather than before that. In 

other words, the “[politicization] of the cultural concept of nationality” (cf. 

Jusdanis 2001, 72) justified the creation of a national culture that offered “a site 

for agency enabling a people to posit itself as a special community worthy of [the 

attained] sovereignty” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 69). Professor Liubomir Miletich, the 

eminent Bulgarian linguist, in a letter to Konstantin Irechek appropriately 

summarized this key intellectual incentive when stating that until the national 

question was resolved, Bulgarian cultural life would be anomalous, always 

suffering from stagnation and irreversible decline (qt. in Koneva 1995, 23; cf. also 

Mikhailovski 1924).

244

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



It should be noted that, similarly to the Ukrainian movement, Bulgarian 

Modernism was a polyphonic phenomenon that, for the period of its development 

(1890-1930), encompassed a variety of aesthetic positions and styles. Its 

chronology, therefore, is no less problematic than the periodization of Ukrainian 

Modernism. The reason, as some scholars have pointed out, could be the scarcity 

of theoretical manifestos and treatises left by Bulgarian modernist writers. 

Theoretical reflections on the poetics of Bulgarian Modernism were rare as poets 

and critics showed little interest in “philosophical speculations” (Kirova, n. d.). 

Ambiguity and critical indeterminacy regarding the use of western commonplace 

designators such as impressionism, expressionism, symbolism, and so on, 

additionally muddle the picture, leading contemporary researchers to seek new 

definitions and approaches. As Libia Kirova emphasizes, “regardless of the terms 

and phraseology we employ” in order to describe the dynamics of the modernist 

processes in Southeastern Europe, “we should not forget that the distinctive 

reactions of the Balkan intelligentsia to the established [West European] canons, 

their particular relationships with the [local] cultural traditions, require more 

differentiated approaches” (n. d.).

However, some relatively stable timeframes could be set. The work of the 

literary circle Misul (Thought, 1892-1907) thus represents the first stage in the 

development of Bulgarian Modernism. The authors connected with this circle 

engaged primarily with the popularization of Nietzschean philosophy and the 

ideals of individualism. Similar to the Ukrainian modernists, the first Bulgarian 

modernists were concerned with the moral, philosophical, and aesthetic 

invigoration of Bulgarian nationality. Together with the symbolists, who gained 

power and prestige in the period immediately preceding the World War I, they 

shared a passion for moral innovation, aspiring to define Bulgarian nationality as 

a moral and spiritual principle that could sustain their efforts for discovering and 

expressing the timeless and harmonious Bulgarian essence.
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On the other hand, the heated campaign against Bulgarian symbolism 

marked in the 1920s the ‘arrival’ of late modernism, which developed under the 

influences of German expressionism, Russian and French Dadaism and 

Surrealism (Igov 1990, 261). Thus, in post-World War I Bulgaria, Geo Milev’s 

journals Vezni (Scales, 1919-1922) and Plamuk (Flame, 1924-1925) launched a 

different type of aesthetic, one that sought to express the political disillusionment 

and patriotic anxieties of the post-war generation. To the same period belongs 

also the work of the literary society Strelets (Shooter, 1926-1927), which included 

intellectuals, who were deeply concerned with discovering the unique modem 

Bulgarian style. Speaking strictly in literary terms, the change indicating the late 

modernists’ orientation took place as many of the prominent Bulgarian symbolist 

writers and critics stopped publishing in Hiperion, the literary organ of the 

Bulgarian symbolists, and after 1925 withdrew altogether from the movement 

(Kirova, n. d.). Thus, the crisis of Bulgarian symbolism in the aftermath of World 

War I signaled a turning point in the evolution of Bulgarian Modernism, 

simultaneously becoming a sign of a distinctive semantic shift that resulted in a 

slightly different conceptualization of the Bulgarian nation. Having stated this 

beforehand, I will also point out that both the early and the late Bulgarian 

modernists experienced the need for opposing state political nationalism. As 

mentioned previously, in their view, state cultural and political approaches 

ineffectively sought a resolution of the thorny Bulgarian national question. This 

was one of the few common ideological dispositions that held the Bulgarian 

modernists together and identified their independent position within the Bulgarian 

fln-de-siecle political space. In addition, it should be noted that Bulgarian 

modernists, regardless of their diverse political affiliations -  ranging from quasi

fascist (Stoian Mikhailovski, Kiril Krustev, and others) to socialist and social- 

democratic views (Peio Iavorov, Geo Milev) -  in principle did not associate with 

the proletarian or far leftist ideologies and political parties. As Iordanov remarks, 

the majority of Bulgarian modernist artists and critics preferred the moderate
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ideals of Bulgarian liberal democrats and supported, directly or indirectly, the 

Democratic party (Demokraticheska partiia), which Petko Karavelov founded in 

1896 (1993, 43).4

5.2. Bulgarian Modernist Intelligentsia: A Psychological Profile

Partly, the modernist aspirations and constant dissatisfaction with state political 

nationalism could be attributed to the peculiar formation of the Bulgarian post

liberation intelligentsia and its specific psychological profile (Genchev 1991). The 

new generation of Bulgarian intellectuals, much in accord with their Ukrainian 

‘brothers-in-arms,’ were eager to establish themselves as the leading political and 

cultural elite of a country that they perceived as a ‘backwater’ of Europe. In 

addition, as Meininger asserts, it was a nationalist intelligentsia that was formed 

under peculiar and somewhat complicated circumstances, being “present at its 

own making.” According to this American scholar, “as its eventual members 

passed through their childhood and their schooling [a secular scientific, economic, 

and humanitarian knowledge, initially obtained in Greek, Russian, or other 

foreign languages], they acquired not only the education which made them an 

elite in their society, but also a sense of mission, a desire to lead their people 

toward a modem and independent national life” (1987, 393). A number of 

historians share similar views, noting that the Bulgarian intelligentsia was created 

as a distinctive social group during the period of national revival (18th and 19th 

century; Genchev 1977,1979,1987, Markovski n. d., Pundeff 1994).

The initial stage of the formation of the Bulgarian patriotic intelligentsia 

(late 1700-1850) was the result of a complex social-economic dynamics that 

propelled changes in the dominating colonial power, the Ottoman Empire. The 

development of a Bulgarian ethnic consciousness and later, national identity, had 

its foundation in the political and most of all, economic reforms that the colonial

4 A brief, but informative overview of the development and various 
transformation of the Democratic Party can be found in Detrez 1997, 108.
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administration undertook in the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th 

century (Genchev 1979, 1987, Markovski n. d., Meininger 1987). The changes 

resulted from the pressures exercised by Western Europe on the Ottoman 

administration to ‘open’ its market to the flow of Western commerce and 

manufacture. This, in practice was a demand for the declining Empire to come to 

terms with modem technological progress, business relations and, to a certain 

extent, the progressive ideas of liberal democracy. Thus, a number of legislative 

acts, issued at the beginning of the 19th century by Sultan Mahmut II document 

the efforts of the Porte to ‘Westernize’ the domain.5 Such changes created for the 

Bulgarians, as well as all other Balkan people, auspicious conditions to pursue 

their own political interests. During this first period of the Bulgarian national 

revival, the quest for cultural determination manifested itself in the struggle for an 

independent Bulgarian Church (1830-1872) and Bulgarian education (Genchev 

1977; Detrez 1997, 126-127; Markovski n. d.). The church question was a 

culmination of Bulgarian efforts in self-determination prior to the appearance on 

the scene of revolutionary Bulgarian nationalism in the second half of the 19th 

century (Genchev 1977; Detrez 1997, 92-93). The Crimean war of 1853-1856 and 

its aftermath marked the next step in the awakening of the Bulgarian national 

consciousness, signaling the “emergence of [the revolutionary] Bulgarian 

nationalism” (Meininger 1987, 3). The struggle for liberation from this moment 

onward became the most prominent expression of the processes of Bulgarian 

nation formation. Officially, it concluded with the creation of the Bulgarian 

national state after the Russian-Turkish war in 1877-1878.

In short, it was in the course of the late 19th century that Bulgarian 

intellectuals gradually become aware of “[their] own growing vigor and size” as a 

social group and their common interest in leading the Bulgarian people 

(Meininger 1987, 3). By the end of the century, they emerged as a major political

5 A brief but helpful summary of these changes can be found in Goodwin 1999, 
301-320.
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force to claim leadership rights as the cultural and political elite of the newly 

formed state. More importantly, however, they formed the first generation of local 

intelligentsia to partake in the building of the nation-state by participating and 

heading its political, juridical, and cultural institutions.

The majority of Bulgarian intellectuals dominating the post-liberation 

cultural and political life were people educated and formed during the times of the 

revolutionary struggle for independence (Genchev 1991, 274-278). These 

intellectuals were predominantly male and primarily of middle-class origin, 

therefore middle class values and virtues remained a strong element of their 

outlook and self-perception. Moreover, as Meininger has correctly observed, 

regardless of the modem orientation and desire to break free from their origins, 

consecutive generations of Bulgarian intellectuals never succeeded in completely 

disengaging from the system of middle-class materialist values and success ethics, 

in which “they mirrored their origins more than they supposed” (1987, 179). In 

fact, their family and educational background formed them, as Meininger writes, 

into “[...] a more idealistic, a more activist, and a more presumptuous 

intelligentsia” than their predecessors, thus creating significant obstacles for the 

pursuit of their leadership ambitions (1987, 119).

Unlike the early revivalists, the intellectuals of the late 19th and early 20th 

century “earnestly wanted to believe in the rightness of their own images, wanted 

to believe that the world they invented was the world of reality” (Meininger 1987, 

394). They pursued higher goals and vigorously defended the modem life and 

mentality, yet they had a difficult time translating these ideals into a common 

ideology. As historical reality proved, the straightforward enthusiasm and 

devotion to the national ideal were insufficient to ensure the transformation and 

modernization of Bulgarian society for, as Meininger recognizes, the attempts of 

the Bulgarian intellectuals to “bring a people so long in slumber to a readiness for 

progress along Western lines” were doomed to fail (1987, 396).
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For example, Dr. Krastev’s (1898) and Pencho Slaveikov’s (1906) critical 

accounts clearly bespoke some of the most specific tensions and antipathies that 

defined Bulgarian society at the onset of the 20th century.6 In my view, the most 

apparent discordance seems to be between the demands of modernization and the 

capabilities of Bulgarian intellectuals, who then had the positions and power to 

undertake the modernizing offensives. In its majority, the elites consisted of 

representatives of the revivalist generation who were “bom and educated under 

different historical circumstances” (Genchev 1991, 285). In principle, they 

unwillingly supported any radical transformation of the traditional Bulgarian 

society, which, as the modernist poet Iavorov avowed, in their eyes appeared as “a 

moderate, familiar and thus, [acceptable] ‘hard and fast’ reality” (1907, 66).7 

Therefore, the most pressing imperative, which was the creation of new groups of 

intellectuals who had the preparation and willingness to enforce the necessary 

structural and mental changes in order to push Bulgarians forward onto ‘the path 

of progress,’ in itself, constituted a major source of societal dissension. As 

Genchev indicates, this imperative became the basis of further disagreements and 

antagonisms to mark the peculiar relationships between the well-established and 

successful ‘elders,’ on the one hand, and the new, ambitious and optimistic, but 

devoid of a “glorious past” ‘youth’ that came after them (1991, 285 and Dr. 

Krustev 1898, 93).

The new intelligentsia differed significantly from their forerunners. One of 

their most discernible characteristics was the type of education they had received. 

Many of the modernists pursued higher studies or specialization in Western 

European universities and institutions (mostly in Germany and France). 

According to Moser, “this educational gap was sufficient in itself to engender 

certain coolness between the representatives of the old and the new in Bulgarian 

culture” (1972, 120). An additional factor that deepened the rift was the conscious

6 Cf. also Iavorov (n. d.), Debelianov 1912, 1914b, Penev 1924 and others.
7 Page citations refer to the reprint in Iliev 1992, 64-66.
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orientation of the Bulgarian modernists toward Western Europe as a depository of 

cultural blueprints for modernization, a position that came into conflict with the 

typical pro-Russian orientation of the older generations. Also, since the early 

1900s, Bulgarian intellectuals had to assert their presence in a fiery struggle with 

the growing proletarian movement and literature, whose adherents too were 

strongly pro-Russian. This fact blurred the picture even more, making the struggle 

for ‘Europeanization’ and modernization of Bulgarian society rather intense and 

complicated. Similar to Ukraine, the structure of the national cultural space was 

thus clearly polarized along the axis Western Europe -  Russia (cf. Penev 1924, 

Sheitanov 1925, Radoslavov 1928, Traianov 1932).

The opposition is extremely important for it exemplifies the choices for 

national development that the Bulgarian nationalist intelligentsia entertained at 

the time. It also reveals the specific preferences and motivation that led the 

representatives of the younger generation to look up to Europe for examples to 

follow. As it happened in other small nations, in addition to being familiar with 

Western culture, the new intelligentsia of Bulgaria operated from a broader 

international perspective, attempting to locate the place of their nation-state in the 

balance of geo-political powers in Europe, openly articulating an ambition to 

participate as equals in continental affairs. To illustrate this point, let me cite here 

the words of a loyal patriotic intellectual, who in 1925 made an honest attempt to 

conceptualize the complex intertwining of internal and international politics in 

modem Bulgaria: “Our continent, for various reasons, is divided into two 

opposing camps: Western Europe and Russia,” he writes. “Bulgaria is located on 

the borderline, and therefore is of great international importance. Today, the 

nation-state continues to play the same role it used to play in the past [i.e., a 

frontier], [...] maneuvering between Scylla and Charybdis. [...] Present-day 

Bulgaria struggles to cope with the two forces generated by the polarization of

251

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



European political power,” thus reflecting those in its internal conflicts.8 From 

this perspective, the new generation of Bulgarian intellectuals felt historically 

challenged to bear responsibility of immense proportions, which somehow added 

to their frustration and confusion, also escalating the conflicts between different 

generations.

When talking about the factors determining the formation of the Bulgarian 

modernist intelligentsia at the beginning of the 20th century, what also should be 

taken into account is that the younger generations operated under conditions of a 

centralizing state authority, which in most instances pursued its own national- 

political and cultural agenda. Regardless of being considered ‘a backwater’ of 

both Russia and Europe by national as well as international elites, this state was 

powerful enough to promote certain cultural practices while denouncing and 

suppressing others. As previously mentioned, the establishment of national 

culture was a central task of Bulgarian state policy. Its main goal was the 

‘molding’ of Bulgarians, whom “[the national] culture [would induct] into the 

imaginary space of national values and experiences” (cf. Jusdanis 1991, 40). This 

was a compulsory strategy because national identity, “as a repertory of 

conventions and beliefs, has to be acquired” (cf. Jusdanis 1991, 40). In this 

respect, Bulgarian modernists represented one of the practices of modernization 

officially sanctioned by the national state, i.e., one that can be best described as 

‘Westernization’ of Bulgarian society.9

HauiHHT MaTepHK ce e pa3naaHaa no pea npnHHHH Ha jraa BpaacnedHH jiarepa: 
3anaa,Ha EBpona h Pycna. EtJirapna jieacn Ha caMHS npeaen Memory aBara 6ohhh eraHa 
h npHTeacaBa ronaMO MeacnyHapo^HO 3HaneHne. Ta h cera, npn hobh ycnoBHa, 
npo/rbJi>KaBa BeKOBHaTa ch poaa. O t CTapo BpeMe ome Kopadvr Ha atpacaBaTa hh e 
TpadBaao a a nayBa npe3 onacHHa npoTOK Meayjy Xapndaa h Cuuaa. [...] B aneuiHa 
counaiiHa Er>JirapHa ce cTbJiKHOBaBaT /me chjih, kohto caxarn H3xoacaaT ot m ara  
nojiroca Ha ceraiima noJiHTHuecica EBpona (Sheitanov 1925, 266; page citations refer to 
the reprint in Elenkov and Daskalov, 266-269).

9 It should be noted, nonetheless, that the relationships between Bulgarian 
modernists and the state were very often strained. For example, Pencho Slaveikov left the 
country, unable to handle the oppressing political reality and died in exile in 1912.

252

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Nevertheless, the modernists saw the insufficient elaboration of the 

nation’s cultural identity resulting from the protracted nationalization of the 

cultural institutions as a condition that provoked a negative international 

perception of the Bulgarian nation. In their attempt to remedy the situation, they 

elevated national high culture as the essential institution of national signification 

as well as a guarantee of the nation’s singularity and originality. By definition, 

they considered traditional Bulgarian identity to be founded on a rather inferior 

sense of ‘self.’ Respectively, their cultural revolt developed as a reaction against 

the self-colonizing implications of the conservative version of cultural and 

national identification predicated on the absence of a high Bulgarian culture 

(Kiosev 1998).

The form of cultural nationalism they elaborated in response to the state 

political nationalism betrays close similarities to the ideology of subversion that 

their Ukrainian counterparts espoused in pursuit of establishing the Ukrainian 

nation as an equal participant in world civilization. In both societies, cultural 

nationalism evolved as “an anti-traditionalist and a political movement” 

distinctive from political nationalism (cf. Hutchinson 2000, 591). By insisting on 

the creation of a high national culture that would unify and integrate the citizens 

of their respective communities, modernist artists and critics in those localities 

engaged in a form of social activism whose ultimate purpose was to drive their 

‘marginal’ societies out of what the patriots perceived as a state of spiritual 

stagnation. They sought to create an exceptionally sophisticated aesthetic culture 

in order to attain “a higher stage of social evolution” that would embody “a higher 

synthesis of both the ‘traditional’ and the ‘modem’ ” (cf. Hutchinson 2000, 591).

Similar is the fate of Petko Iu. Todorov, who died in 1916 in Switzerland. Peio Iavorov 
committed suicide on October 29, 1914 after a strenuous and unpleasant conflict with the 
Bulgarian authorities regarding the death of his wife, Lora Karavelova, the daughter of 
the famous Bulgarian politician Petko Karavelov and niece of the prominent revivalist 
writer Liuben Karavelov.
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I would like to make one last point regarding the formation of the 

Bulgarian modernist intelligentsia -  namely that the authority of the Bulgarian 

traditional cultural system, in principle, remained very strong. Hence, since the 

vernacular culture continued to play a crucial role in the articulation of a national- 

identity, the shaping of modem Bulgarian consciousness thus was determined by 

a number of retrospective mythologies, which underpinned the prevalent self

definition (Elenkov 1994, 5-26). These mythologies affirmed the institutional 

existence of the ethnos as a continuous, natural, and ‘primordial’ entity (narod), 

and time and again reinforced the conceptualization of the Bulgarian nation as a 

“single macro-ethnic community with a shared history, language and culture” (cf. 

Gutierrez 2001, 12) that encompassed both the denizens of the kingdom of 

Bulgaria as well as those residing outside the state geographical borders. 

Consequently, in spite of the efforts to resist the officially endorsed version of the 

national myth and identity, each new generation of modernist intelligentsia could 

not completely rid itself of the bonds that tied it to its predecessors. As a result, 

the modernists were extremely vigilant in formulating modernization objectives 

that did not appear to be too drastic or modem for fear of compromising the 

integrity of the national ideal. For instance, Traianov identified this feature 

clearly. In his interview with Atanas Dushkov, the modernist poet stated the 

following: “Nationalism (rasovo dvizhenie) on the one hand aspires to distinguish 

the culture of a given people by condensing the ethnic color, which is 

understandable. On the other hand, our experience shows that such movements in 

spite of their extraordinary idealism subliminally carry within the bacillus of a 

certain spiritual conservatism.”10

10 3amoTo, axo pacoBOTo ABnxceHne Ha e^Ha crpaHa ce crepMH a a o6oco6n 
KyjrrypHara npoaBa KaTO cfbcth HaunoH&riHHTe Sarpn, KoeTO hmb CBoeTO onpaBaamie, 
o t apyra cipaHa, cera, KaKTO h b MHHajiOTo -  onnn>T hh ynn, He TaKHBa ABHaceHHa 
BtnpeKH KpaHHHH ch naeajiH3BM hocht b ce6e ch, 6e3 m  oeb3HaBaT, Sainuia Ha 
H3BecTHa ayxoBHa peaxuHa (Traianov 1935, 92).
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What becomes clear in modernist writings is that as a cultural ideology 

Bulgarian Modernism originated in the societal pressures and struggles for 

political and cultural control dining the first decades of the 20th century, often 

provoking deeply running contradictions and rivalries that stemmed from the 

confusion and uncertainty about the national fate. This confusion was expressed 

in the formulation of a contradictory concept of nation, one similar to the type of 

“collectivistic civic nationalism” that Greenfeld has identified (cf. 1996a, 107; 

103-105). Thus, the antipathies and disputes between different generations of the 

Bulgarian intelligentsia as well as the divide between the intelligentsia and the 

‘people’ -  most noticeable after the arrival of the Bulgarian modernists on the 

historical scene -  transpired as the most significant loci of socio-cultural distress 

in the newly formed nation-state.

In conclusion, the Bulgarian nationalist intelligentsia emerged as a “class 

divided against itself’ (Meininger 1987, 399). The intellectuals were forced to 

compete between themselves for positions and influence. Perhaps, they were too 

numerous and too well educated for their society. They were disappointed by the 

little appreciation the general population showed to the traditional roles of cultural 

activists. Indeed, this conviction represents one of the most steadfast contentions 

voiced by Bulgarian modernists regardless of the historical timeframes in which 

they operated. It is found in the writings of the early modernists such as Pencho 

Slaveikov, Peio Iavorov, and Teodor Traianov, as well as writers and poets, who 

worked in the late 1920s and early 1930s (Geo Milev, Kostantin Gulubov and 

others).11 Thus, while longing for prestige and recognition, both the old and the 

new intelligentsia, especially in the post-liberation period, continued thriving on 

what one Bulgarian historian has called “the anti-modernization ideological 

delusion,” which, in principle, expressed the angst generated by the experienced 

social, political and cultural changes (Elenkov 1994, 14). Furthermore, the 

Bulgarian West European oriented intellectuals were unprepared psychologically
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to accept the disillusionment and frustrations accompanying the processes of 

radical social change. As a result, they failed to come to terms with their 

environment. The majority of Bulgarian nationalist intelligentsia developed 

patterns of behavior that clearly indicated the split of personality, negativism, and 

alienation from its society. As already noted, the socio-historic realities of 

independent Bulgaria triggered a specific reaction to the changes occurring after 

liberation from colonial rule, which constituted a complex psychological attitude 

of duality and ambivalence, simultaneously rejoicing and lamenting the influences 

and ideas imported from Europe, fervently defending and pursuing the ethnic 

specificity of the Bulgarian national culture.

5.3. Folk Culture and Modernity:

Rediscovering Bulgarian Cultural Originality
In the early 1900s the prevalent cultural ideology propagated by the West 

European oriented Bulgarian intellectuals was, as in the rest of Europe, the 

ideology of Modernism. Despite the extreme diversity of ideas and beliefs 

proliferating then in the Bulgarian cultural space, which, as the American critic 

Charles Moser points out, make difficult defining the “main thrust” of the post

liberation period, especially from the 1890s on, “the era’s fundamental note was 

sounded by the men gathered about the critic Dr. Krustev and his journal MisuF 

(1972,120).

The first professional literary journal in Bulgaria was published from 1892 

to 1907 and the intellectual group that formed around it included the most fervent 

advocates of West European Modernism. The circle functioned under the 

intellectual leadership of two Western educated individuals, namely Dr. Krustev 

and Pencho Slaveikov. It encompassed the first generation of post-colonial 

Bulgarian intelligentsia, mostly people who were brought up in exaltation of the

11 Cf. Traianov 1935; Debelianov 1912 and 1914b, Milev, G. 192Id.
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revolutionary ideals and tried to fulfill the high mission of ‘creators’ of the 

national cultural values with extreme devotion and patriotic zeal, assuring, rather 

than breaking the continuity of tradition. It is interesting to note that Bulgarian 

literary scholarship traditionally refers to this period as “the era of individualism” 

in modem Bulgarian literature (Radoslavov 1935, Bogdanov 1970, Igov 1990). 

The ensuing discussion hopes to clarify why this is a justifiable ‘label.’

Bulgarian modernists, as the critic Georgi Konstantinov wrote, imported 

into Bulgarian literature “the longing for the eternal, the striving toward an 

aesthetic and moral Absolute” while simultaneously defending the true 

democratic values of social existence. They aspired to express “the timeless 

aesthetic and ethic virtues of the collective [i.e., ethno-cultural] life and creativity, 

standing against retrograde, petty-minded and materialistic values” that conflicted 

with the idea of spiritual artistocratism.12 The modernists strove to assert 

themselves in an autonomous cultural space, whose ethnic structure allegedly was 

established and dominated by an ethnic Bulgarian identity. Hence, people like 

Pencho Slaveikov, Peio Iavorov, Teodor Traianov, and later Dimcho Debelianov, 

Liudmil Stoianov and others, promoted an ‘art for art’s sake’ ideology as an 

intellectual resource most potent in ensuring the complete nationalization of the 

Bulgarian cultural realm.

Adopting foreign models in order to create a high national culture of equal 

standing with the cultures of other European nations is a strategy the modernists 

implemented with the intention to enforce higher synthesis of ‘autochthonous’ 

(svoe, rodno) and imported (chuzhdo) to warrant the distinctiveness of the 

collective ‘self in its interactions with the world, thus building culture that was 

also capable of setting the foundation for the political and social integration of the

12 B jiH T e p a T y p a T a  [ th e  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e  M i s u l ]  B H aca  h o b h  n a e n  -  H a  n t p B o  m h c to  

a n p e H e T O  H a  b c h h o t o ,  e c T e ra H e c K H  h  ay x o B H O  TpafiHOTO b  b H T a  h  H apoaH O T O  

T B o p n ec T B o , a b  oSmecTBeHna j k h b o t  b t> p b h  n a p a a e a H O  c H a ii-c B o b o a o jiio b H B H T e  3 a  

BpeM eTO  c h  T en eH H a , B p a a c a y B a  c  b c h h k o ,  KoeTO e H a3aaH H naB O , a p e b H a B O , n y a c a o  H a 

a y x o B H H a  apHCTOKpaTH3BM  ( K o n s t a n t i n o v  1943, 203).
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Bulgarian nation (Milev, T. 1925; Gulubov 1927b, 62). This is the main thrust of 

their modernization offensives. The goal remains constant, providing a common 

objective to direct the efforts of the first modernists, as well as the cultural 

building incentives of all succeeding generations of intellectuals, who, as Moser 

claims, “may be most conveniently classified by their attitude toward the 

‘modernists’ who [in the early 20th-century] predominated, however, briefly, in 

Bulgarian letters” (1972, 120). In this respect, although Bulgarian Modernism 

emerged as an extremely diverse conglomerate of personal attitudes and 

intellectual positions, the shared national interest and the understanding that 

Bulgarian professional artists safeguard the creation of spiritual and moral values, 

being the only social agency competent to define the essence of a modern 

Bulgarian national identity, somewhat united them as a social group.

Gregory Jusdanis has convincingly argued for Greek culture that the idea 

of an autonomous aesthetic, i.e., the cultural ideology of Modernism in the early 

1900s was imported as a means to resolve the tensions created as a result of the 

project of modernization and Westernization undertaken by the Greek intellectual 

and mercantile elites. In my view, the same argument also holds true for the 

cultural aspirations of the Bulgarian intelligentsia in the early 1900s. The 

difference from the Greeks is, nonetheless, very clear. Bulgarian progressive 

intellectuals did not attempt to ‘inscribe’ their nation in the master-narratives of 

Western Europe as the Greek elites did, who claimed that the modem European 

culture was founded on the classical Greek heritage and sought help in 

establishing their history and collective identity around the notion of “direct 

successors” of Ancient Greece, the “cradle of European civilization” (cf. Jusdanis 

1991, 25). Indeed, Bulgarian modernists entertained other options. They operated 

in the Slavic region, alleging the critical role of medieval Bulgarian culture for the 

development of Slavic civilization. For example, let me cite Iavorov here, who 

expressed his cultural optimism in the following manner: “The Bulgarians have 

purified their soul throughout the centuries of constant suffering [and are ready
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now] for their sublime mission that is to keep alive and complete the 

achievements of the Slavic genius.”13 Traianov voiced a similar conviction, 

claiming that only “an individual who is true and loyal to the Bulgarian nation” is 

capable of being “a true Slav and an excellent European” (samo edin dobur, 

fanatichen bulgarin mozhe da bude ne samo istinski slavianin, no i edin otlichen 

evropeets; 1932, 95). As the symbolist confessed, this conviction sustained his 

faith in the success of Bulgarian society’s modernization and Europeanization (cf. 

also Milev, G. 1964, 223).

As is apparent from the above citations, the modernists labored to broaden 

this geopolitical space aiming at making Bulgarian national culture both ‘modem’ 

and ‘European’. Their position was, of course, fiercely disputed. As noted earlier, 

the modernists were not the only group striving to become the cultural leadership 

of the Bulgarian nation (Radoslavov 1935, 125-140). In this light, the literary 

debates between the younger and the older generations of Bulgarian writers very 

much resemble the debates in Ukrainian literature, although these took place in a 

different political context. Concerned with creating a respectable national image 

for the international, especially European community, Bulgarian modernists used 

a similar rhetoric and arguments to denounce the realist-populist orientation of 

their older fellow-writers.

The orientation and content of modem Bulgarian culture are probably the 

two most significant issues that different generations of intellectuals in the 

beginning of the 20th century approached from conflicting standpoints. Because of 

the strong sense of inferiority permeating the traditional Bulgarian cultural 

identity as represented in the writings of the realists-populists (Todor Vlaikov, 

Mikhalaki Georgiev, Tsani Ginchev, and so on) and the older revivalist 

intelligentsia, the modernists uncovered in it a solid reason for relentless attacks

13 CaKam 6'bJirapHHt.T npe3 cbohtc cTpaaaraui mmcoBa BeicoBe 6e npeHHcran 
flyinaTa ch 3a BtpxoBHH npo3peHHa -  3a aa npoatJiacH h flOBtpuiH aejioTO Ha 
cjiaBHHCKHH remiH (n. d., reprinted in Iliev 1992, 72).
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against their predecessors. A primary case in point is the clash between Pencho 

Slaveikov and Ivan Vazov (cf. Angelov 1998-2002). Although betraying certain 

personal enmities too, their argument developed mostly as a disagreement over 

the construction of high national culture and the national identity it would 

embody. On the one hand, as a typical realist Vazov defended a ‘demotic’ notion 

of Bulgarianness, identifying the Bulgarian peasantry as the core of the nation. 

Proclaiming that the purpose of the intelligentsia was to serve the ‘people’ by 

educating, communicating and defending their interests, the artist thereby 

suggested that, in order to ensure a truly modem and prosperous future for the 

Bulgarian nation, the needs and interests of the masses should be of central 

concern (Vazov 1957, 241-244). He saw the ‘people’ as an anonymous, 

undivided, and powerful mass whose newly awakened commitment to its freedom 

and prosperity brought together and made into a cohesive group. The superior 

literary representation of this ‘demotic’ concept of the nation is found in Vazov’s 

novel Under the Yoke (.Pod Igoto 1889), where the national poet portrayed the 

Bulgarian people’s massive enthusiasm and determination to win their 

independence during the unsuccessful revolutionary uprising of April 1876.14 

Vazov’s idealized image of the ‘people’ accentuated the integrity of the group, 

willfully ignoring any references to the heterogeneity of class or political interests 

that this particular revolutionary act involved because his purpose as a writer was 

to commemorate the group’s colossal fervor and solidarity of hopes, emotions, 

and actions in the name of achieving national liberation. In other words, Vazov’s 

representation and construction of the ‘people’ embraced nationalism as a mass 

phenomenon, exalting its power to inspire many people to think, feel, and act as 

one.

In contrast, Slaveikov operated with an elitist conception of the nation, 

arguing that the uncouth Bulgarian peasantry first of all had to be transformed

14 See “A Nation Intoxicated” (.Pianstvoto na edin narod, chapter 16) in Vazov 
1971, 264-266.
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into a community of refined and intellectually sophisticated individuals, who can

freely express their unique personalities and creativity. His notion of ‘people’

placed emphasis on the intellectuals thereby insisting that possessing extremely

valuable cultural capital -  namely, a West European education, -  they were the

only legitimate creators of moral and aesthetic values in the undeveloped state.

The critic argued that such individuals were spiritual aristocrats and natural

leaders, capable of proposing beneficial role models for the rest of society.

I have stressed times and again that a writer who respects himself and his 
profession should not espouse pitiful and narrow-minded doctrines, or belong 
to feeble schools of thought. [...]

The true artist is a spiritual aristocrat, without preconceived notions about his 
art and purposes. [...] His own imagination ought to inspire him to create; the 
reality should be merely an ‘object’ of scrutiny and construction.15

From this position, the modernist declared that the ultimate duty of artists 

was to serve Art and remain free from influences and social pressures, refraining 

from participation in the political quarrels and struggles for power, holding in 

their heart the single most noble ideal: “[to express] [...] one’s free heart and free 

mind” (svobodno surtse i svoboden um; Slaveikov 1959, 187). Once attaining 

such inner freedom, artists were obliged to lead their people, being the cultural 

messiahs whose field of expertise was the formulation and administration of those 

moral and ethical principles that would hold their society together and guarantee a 

dignified and fulfilling individual existence. Hence, Slaveikov insistently 

demanded from Bulgarian poets and writers to initiate the transformation “of each 

Bulgarian into a human [i.e. an individual]” (izvoiuvane na choveka v bulgarina; 

Slaveikov 1959,177).

15 Ka3Baji ci>M He Be.zun.ac: nucaTeji, k o h t o  yBaacaBa ce6e c h  h  CBoeTO uejio, He 
TpabBa a npucrbnBa nparhT Ha h h k o h  imcona, Ha HHKoe xexe, b  KoeTo c m o j ih t b c h h u h  b  
puxa ca u o iu j ih  ^a CTpyBaT MeTaHH u o c t o h h h t c  3a cbacajieHHe. [...] H c t h h c k h a t  

xyuoacHHK TpabBa m  6r>ue ejiHH, 6e3 KaTexH3uc 3a H3KycTBOTO h  HeroBHTe ueJiH. [...] 
J I h h h o t o  BfltxHOBeHHe m  e noubyua 3a TBOpuecTBO, ueftcTBHTejiHOCTTa -  euHHCTBeH 
npeflMeT 3a HabjuoueHHa h  Bt3ueHCTBHe (Slaveikov 1959, 186-87; cf. also Dr. Krustev 
1994).
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Thus, the aesthetic ideas of West European Modernism also served to 

strengthen the position of Bulgarian modernists as professionals, vesting prestige 

and value in their cultural building initiatives. The attempt to affirm their status as 

cultural leaders of the young nation is best represented by Slaveikov’s conviction 

that the autonomy of art makes it impossible for artists to participate in explicit 

political manipulation (Slaveikov 1959, 50). His version of cultural nationalism, 

unlike the cultural vision and ambitions of Vazov and the realists, distinguished 

culture as a sphere controlled by artists, and proclaimed it independent from the 

political sphere which in his view was a social sphere on its own, ruled by 

individuals of a different vocation (Slaveikov 1959, 53). On these grounds, 

Slaveikov discredited Vazov’s contributions, expunging him from the national 

literary canon, because, as the modernist critic stated, Vazov’s writings catered to 

the ‘crowd,’ simply expressing feelings and emotions that the collective deemed 

important. In consequence, he subordinated the subjective authorial voice and 

exceptional personality of the artist to the will and power of the illiterate, animal

like (vdobichena) peasant mass (Slaveikov 1959, 196).16

The language used by Slaveikov when assessing the writings of his 

predecessors, especially the realists-populists, is extremely derogatory and, at 

times, even obscene. His critiques exhibit very little tolerance and understanding; 

his personal attacks against Vazov in particular, manifest a deeply running 

obsession and oftentimes, uncompromising modernist determination to break 

away from established traditions, to scandalize and challenge the accepted 

societal order. The following passage encapsulates the differences between the 

old and the new generation of artists in Bulgarian belles lettres. When concluding 

another of his personal attacks against Vazov, the modernist critic crossly 

remarked:

Our current readership appreciates and comprehends only Mr. Vazov’s
[writings] because his language is understandable, light, and flows naturally,

16 Cf. similar criticisms in Stoianov 1920-21 and Debelianov 1914a.
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yet it is a lifeless and barren language, for his writings do not express the 
heart of a living person with [the complexity of conflicting emotions] that 
normally move an individual. All is bleak and simplistic so that even [the 
least educated of peasants] can regurgitate it. [...]
[The new generation of poets] is discontented with simply touching on a 
subject, saying plainly what they think. The [modem] poets are not interested 
in the idea itself but in the nuances of its expression. Is it surprising then that 
the contemporary reader, who barely can understand a forthright journalistic 
thought, cannot understand us? We do not use language to convey deep, but 
unoriginal and thus, useless thoughts. We try to flesh out the idea-life, 
expressing one’s personality and temperament.17

Slaveikov ended his critique on a more general note, declaring that the 

“truths and ideals motivating the past are now obsolete.” The modernist critic 

enthusiastically admitted that the representatives of his generation, in contrast to 

their precursors, craved “emancipation [...] from the haunting ghosts of the past, 

emancipation from traditions, established notions and ideas, which confine the
1 o

individual spirit and completely destroy one’s [artistic creativity] and vitality.” 

His cultural optimism derived from his firm conviction that, as the creators of 

values, the younger generation of intellectuals had to offer “to the citizens and 

citizens-to-be [of the modem Bulgarian state] a precise idea of their geography, 

history, culture and resources [...] allowing them to value and defend sovereignty 

and self-rule” (cf. Gutierrez 2001, 12; Slaveikov 1959, 313) thereby encouraging 

the sublimation and admiration of the Bulgarian nation.

17 3a HHTaTejm Kara ceraim urre Hamn, nomrreH, JieK h xybaB esux HMa caMO r. 
Ba30B -  3amoTO t o  ft e rjiaatK  h  6e3CT>A'i>p5IcaTejieH> HenncaH c p-bxa Ha >khb HOBex, non 
AHKTOBKa Ha ci>pue, Snemo j h o 6 o b  h  3Jio6a. B c h h k o  e paBHO h  rjiaaxo b  t o a  e3HK, [...] Aa 
MOJKe a  a ro  MJiacxaT 6e33i>6H yera. [...] Hue He ce 3aAOBOJiABaMe Aa xaxceM, xaxTO 
CBapHM, HaABe-HaTpH, MMCtJiTa c h  h  c TOBa Aa CBtpmuM; Aopn uecTO m>TH Hac He h h  

HHTepecyBa caMaTa m h c b j i ,  a HioaHca 3apaAH k o h t o  a  H3xa3BaMe h h h ,  -  h  nyAHO a h  e, He 
HHTarejiA He h h  pa36npa, t o a  HHTaTea, k o h t o  eAsa pa36npa AOpH h  npaxa BecTHHKapcKH 
xa3aHa m h c i j i !  Hue He H3noji3yBaMe e3Hxa KaTO cpeACTBo 3a H3xa3BaHe MOAce 6 h  Ha 
ATjiooxa, h o  6e3ruiT>THa, 3a TOBa h  6e3iuioAHa m h c b j i  -  a 3a OTxpoABaHe Ha MHCbjrra- 
a c h b o t ,  3a H3pa3ABaHe Ha eAHH HHAHBHAyajiHTeT h  TeMnepaMenr (Slaveikov 1959, 196-
98).

18 O cB oboA C A aB aH e [ .. .]  o t  n p H 3 p a u H T e  H a  m h h 3 j i o t o ,  o t  TpaAHUHH, ycTaH O B eH H  

noHATHA, k o h t o  H a jia ra T  o k o b h  H a CT>3HaTejiHHA HOBeK h  ySH B aT  H e ro B a T a  

ACH3HepaAocTHocT (Slaveikov 1959, 204).
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Above all, Slaveikov’s cultural optimism originated from the belief that

the literature, and by extension the culture, produced by his fellow-modemists

offered the most powerful tool for social integration since it sought to ‘bring

together’ the fragmented ethnos by reviving the most ancient and indigenous roots

of Bulgarian spirituality. These roots, Slaveikov thought, were locked in the relics

and vestiges of Bulgarian folk songs and tales; therefore, he urged the new

generation of intellectuals to dig up this heritage, to know it and love it because it

contained the Bulgarian soul and spirit in their purest form:

The modem, poorly educated Bulgarian [intellectual] knows nothing about 
Bulgarian folk songs and does not understand them; thus, he dislikes them.
Lacking artificial pompousness, insincere declamatory pathos, sophisticated 
rhyming schemes and other superficial ‘trinkets,’ which so generously 
embellish [modem lyrics], traditional Bulgarian poetry is incomprehensible 
to those representatives [of the Bulgarian intelligentsia], who have spent 
years, studying abroad and who are ‘blinded’ by the lustre of the big 
European cities; they certainly cannot appreciate [our folklore]. Only a 
handful of young poets are able to enjoy sincerely the beauty and uniqueness 
of [Bulgarian traditional songs]. They love and understand them, seeking 
inspiration in the traditional texts, and I believe, the future belongs to these 
artists. Their poetiy is riveting and invigorating, infusing contemporary 
Bulgarian poetry with fresh blood, assisting its establishment as a national 
enterprise.9

The critic’s preference was for pagan myths and pre-Christian legends 

preserved in the collective memory of the Bulgarian community. While in fact 

attempting to re-establish Bulgarian folklore as a unifying system of symbols that 

encapsulated Bulgarian cultural distinctiveness, Slaveikov also re-discovered it as 

an inexhaustible mine of national treasures and cultural pride. In his analysis of

19 Ha Hainna cjiadoicyjnypeH 6i>JirapnH e nyayja Hapo/maTa neceH, t o h  He a 
oSnua, 3amoTO He a npoyMaBa, 3amoTO He a 3Han. OrctCTBHeTO Ha ^eKJiaMauHa, Ha 
H3KT>JIHeHH HyBCTBa, Ha 3ByHHH pHMH H APy™ B'bHIUHM yKpaineHHa, KaKBHTO C HbJIHH 
HOBajiH My aaBa H3KycTBeHaTa neceH -  TOBa He Moace Aa ce xapeca Ha OTCTinHHUHTe o t  

CBoa Hapoa, Ha OHe3H, k o h t o  ca npo3ananH MjianHHH no HyacdHHa, no yjmuHTe Ha 
roneMHTe eBponencKH rpa^OBe. CaMO eflHH-^BaMa o t  MJia/jHTe StJirapcKH noera 
pa36npaT, oGmar h  ce BJinaaT o t  HapoAHaTa neceH h ,  a3 BapBaM, TaM npHHa/yieacH 
6i>aemeTO, TT.ii KaTo c npoH3Be/ieHnaTa c h  Te BHacaT b  H3KycTBeHara StJirapcKa neceH 
HOBa h  CBeaca CTpya h  cnocoScTBaT c TOBa Ta3H neceH, b  no-HaTaTi>uiHOTO c h  pa3BHTHe, 
Aa ce ycTaHOBH tb i> p a o  Ha HannoHajiHa noHBa (Slaveikov 1 9 5 9 ,  1 1 6 ) .

264

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Petko Iu. Todorov’s modernist idylls based on motifs or images borrowed from 

Bulgarian folk songs, the critic suggested that to seek the past, a return to its 

sources was needed in order to keep alive the national ideal, aspiring the moral 

regeneration of the Bulgarian nation. “To accomplish the moral rebirth of the 

individual [Bulgarian]” was a credo that expressed the essence of the new national 

ideology sustaining the modernists’ hope and faith in the future (Slaveikov 1959, 

66-67; 199).

Hence, Slaveikov held folk texts to be the most authentic source of 

individual creative inspiration (1959, 83-84). However, in contrast to the 

mainstream approach to folklore during his times which in somewhat 

romanticized fashion sought to validate the merit of Bulgarian traditional heritage 

as a ‘communal asset’ by insisting on the interpretation of traditional folk items 

either as ethnographic facts or as expressions of the anonymous collective ‘voice’ 

and will (Shishmanov 1966), the modernist critic saw in Bulgarian folk culture a 

repository of personal expressions, a code-system capable of generating a 

limitless variety of individual voices and original ‘languages.’ Thus, he claimed 

that it provided Bulgarian artists with a home-grown stockpile of original 

meanings and a system of unique symbols through which each individual was 

able to know and express his or her identity and distinguish it from the identity of 

others (Slaveikov 1959, 117). For example, in his article entitled “Bulgarskata 

narodna peseri’ (The Bulgarian Folk Song), Slaveikov exalted the beauty and 

subtle moralistic overtones of traditional Bulgarian songs, which in his view 

represented the purest incarnation of the national soul. He insisted that Bulgarian 

folk songs had preserved through the centuries an intimate connection with the 

pre-historical past and culture of the ethnos, imbued with values and ethics that 

come from the depth of pre-Christian (pagan) traditions and mentality (Slaveikov 

1959, 83-84).

According to the modernist poet, the “pre-historic, mythological past” was 

the truest and most indigenous root of Bulgarian consciousness, representing the
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original, untainted mentality of the Bulgarian people (Slaveikov 1959, 83-84). He 

encouraged the new generation of poets to experiment with the ‘shared’ and 

readily available symbolic material, thereby transforming it into imaginative and 

highly idiosyncratic expressions of the artist’s subjective experiences that 

signaled both his or her national belonging and distinctive individual self 

(Slaveikov 1959, 116). Thus, Slaveikov gave prominence to the vernacular 

culture as part of the national-cultural heritage, while at the same time indicating 

that “[it should serve] as a modality of innovation” (cf. Jusdanis 2001, 37). It is 

important to stress that Slaveikov assessed Bulgarian folklore critically, 

consequently failing to conform to the typical idealistic exaltation of traditional 

culture. He was completely aware that the traditional songs and tales belong to the 

past, constituting “the history of Bulgarian culture,” and their role in the present 

was limited albeit essential (Slaveikov 1959, 93; 118-119). He suggested from the 

“treasures of our past to take only what is pertinent to the present times,” 

acknowledging that Bulgarian vernacular culture was a container of the national 

experience that held universal and undying human values and wisdom. However, 

he poignantly warned that not everything it held could serve well the modem life 

and people (Slaveikov 1959, 67).

Slaveikov’s rationale for re-discovering Bulgarian vernacular culture is 

twofold. On the one hand, he tried to propose a model for the creation of a high 

national culture that would ‘rescue’ Bulgarian cultural originality in times when 

foreign influences diluted the ‘pure image’ of Bulgarianness and distorted the 

expression of the ‘authentic’ cultural identity of the nation. As the modernist critic 

admitted, his motivation to collect and publish Bulgarian folk songs was not 

because he wanted to offer folkloric items or ethnographic facts to both domestic 

and international audiences but because he wanted to familiarize the European 

literary readership “with Bulgarian poetry in its purest national form” (Slaveikov 

1959, 94). The fact that his essay introduced a collection of English translations of 

traditional Bulgarian folk songs, which the modernist critic and poet himself
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compiled and edited so that it could be published in London in 1904, is 

significant.20 In my view, this signaled a distinctive purpose in the popularization 

of Bulgarian folklore for it now became a cherished cultural tradition used by the 

Bulgarian modernists in order to inscribe the Bulgarian nation within the 

European milieu. Demonstrating that, similarly to other nations, the Bulgarians 

were blessed with a long-lasting traditional culture deeply embedded in the 

national consciousness, they tried to exploit its integrative power to show to the 

world that the Bulgarian nation was united by a common national culture 

stemming from centuries old vernacular customs and rules, now seen as the 

earliest receptacles of Bulgarian ethnic uniqueness (Slaveikov 1959, 93-95).

Clearly then, Slaveikov’s appreciation of Bulgarian folk culture derives 

from his impetus to create a prestigious and reliable international image of the 

Bulgarian nation. He engaged in the ‘marketing’ of traditional Bulgarian artifacts 

because he wanted to present the West with a credible account of Bulgarian 

cultural singularity and distinctiveness. In this respect, the modernist embraced 

Bulgarian folk culture (already transformed into a national cultural heritage) as 

the single most important ethnic principle to warrant the continuity and wholeness 

of national-cultural history (Slaveikov 1959, 84). He successfully proposed, “in 

the world of literature and learning, [an image of the] ideal national folk culture 

which enjoy[s] a complex relationship with actual folk practices” (cf. Thiesse and 

Bertho-Lavier 2001, 119), therefore enhancing the process of creating a unified 

national-cultural space (Slaveikov 1959, 92-94). Essentially, Slaveikov’s musings 

on Bulgarian folklore reveal his ambition as a modernizer to open space for 

linking the national past and present wherein the local also meets the universal, 

thus engaging in a productive and creative exchange the purpose of which was to 

enrich Bulgarian national culture, preserving rather than compromising its 

singularity (cf. Thiesse and Bertho-Lavier 2001).

20 Cf. Boris Delchev’s explanatory note in Slaveikov 1959, 427.
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On the other hand, his exaltation of Bulgarian folklore was motivated by 

his desire to ‘mobilize the masses.’ His aspirations as a cultural messiah, 

advocating the Westernization and Europeanization of Bulgarian society limited 

the options he entertained in deciding on the tactics and policies of cultural 

nationalization. From this perspective, his ambivalent attitude toward the tradition 

surfaced as a strategy of distinction and subversion for as his meditations on 

Bulgarian traditional songs suggest, he was unable to accept the supremacy of the 

identity embodied in the Bulgarian traditional literature. Thus, another reason 

compelling Slaveikov to engage in the promotion of Bulgarian folklore was his 

revisionist ambition, which was expressed in the cynical reaction to the ‘flaws’ he 

discovered in the conventional construction of Bulgarian national identity. As a 

result, acerbic overtones and often disparaging remarks imbue most of his 

discourses dealing with Bulgarian folk culture. For instance, in his essay on 

Bulgarian folk songs, the modernist critic insisted that these songs “stink, emitting 

a stench of sickness that is the smell of the national soul, heavily injured by the 

blows of fate” (dukhut na bolna dusha, bolna ot obidite na sudbata; Slaveikov 

1959, 119).

His language is definitely unpleasant, yet the passion and subtle ironical 

twists with which the modernist writer constantly laced his writings, compel one 

to appreciate the sophistication, wit and emotional suggestions of his poignant 

critiques, apparently targeting a highly educated and competent literary readership 

that was capable of deriving aesthetic pleasure from the implied intellectual 

‘game.’ This is especially true for his falsified literary ‘history’ of the Bulgarian 

nation-state, narrated in his literary mystification Na ostrova na blazhenite (On 

the Island of the Blessed, 1910), a work of fiction and an extraordinary genre 

experimentation that represents Slaveikov’s typical style. In addition, he wrote 

also a satirical fictional travelogue with the same title where he critically looked 

at the historical and social-political conditions of his contemporary Bulgaria, 

expressing strong discontent with the political system and the decisions of the
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ruling elite. This fictional travelogue was published posthumously in the
0 1modernist journal Zlatorog (1921). Both texts (the literary history and the 

travelogue) complement each other, offering a total picture of contemporary 

political and cultural life in Bulgaria, also showing clearly Slaveikov’s 

dissatisfaction with the direction of Bulgarian historical development.

In the words of the American scholar Charles Moser, his style “combined 

a deep respect for [the] national and individual characteristics with a striving 

toward the classical ideal of the universal” thereby attempting also “the synthesis 

of the romantic with the classical” (1972, 132). Slaveikov’s poetry for example, 

especially his long narrative poems based on folklore motifs such as Ralitsa, 

Boiko, Koledari (Carolers), and above all his epic Kurvava pesen (Song of 

Blood), complement his articles and critical observations in providing examples 

of the type of literary experimentation the modernist artist endorsed. In these 

works, Slaveikov elaborated his original theory of ‘spiritual aristocratism’ and 

individualism, affirming as fundamental credo the principle of “the free heart and 

the free mind” (Slaveikov 1906). The modernist writer promoted the autonomous 

individual as absolute ideal. From this perspective, he recommended that 

Bulgarian authors focus on representing the intricate symbiosis of universal 

human qualities and national peculiarities that shaped each Bulgarian.

Thus, Slaveikov first introduced a novel understanding of what constituted 

the Bulgarianness of his people by putting an emphasis on universally human 

faculties rather than the ethnic features of their ‘national character.’ He was the 

first to suggest looking at personal identity as the only possible realization of 

national sentiments. On these terms, he strove to define what was the proper 

relationship between the individual and the society, soliciting from the 

community to recognize and accept individual human and civil rights, freedom 

and independence as the most valuable credentials of Bulgarian nationhood. This 

understanding motivated his deeply liberal position, his critical attitude toward the

21 Cf. Reprint in Slaveikov 1959, 332-350.
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monarchy as a form of political governance and the national state as a modem 

political institution (Slaveikov 1959, 332-350). In principle, because Slaveikov’s 

musings on Bulgarian folklore accommodated harsh criticisms of the ‘national 

character’ portrayed by the oral literature, they also created the impression that 

the rhetorical thrust of his reflections falls short of idolization. Thus, Slaveikov’s 

adulation of Bulgarian vernacular culture was very distinctive for it manifested a 

highly ambivalent attitude, simultaneously commending and demeaning the 

traditional cultural heritage, and recognizing its influence while denying its 

ideological superiority and primacy. In this manner, most of the critic’s sharp 

comments aimed at neutralizing the self-colonizing implications infiltrating the 

representation of the ‘national character’ in traditional folk songs and tales.

According to Slaveikov, the national personality was weakened and 

corrupted due to long-term foreign colonization and the oppression of cmde 

domestic rulers, which ‘disabled’ the Bulgarian people, transforming them into an 

inert and lethargic crowd. The lack of self-confidence and the thwarted sense of 

individualism Slaveikov viewed as the greatest collective ‘disadvantage’ and the 

‘worst of enemy’ for achieving national consolidation. In spite of that, he insisted 

that the national character clearly encompassed characteristics that were at once 

positive and negative. Slaveikov found Bulgarian endurance and patience -  traits 

that he waywardly described as “the virtues of pack-animals” -  to be the source of 

Bulgarian infirmity of purpose, submissiveness, and suspiciousness. Nonetheless, 

he also insisted that these very qualities made the Bulgarian people daring risk- 

takers (Slaveikov 1959, 118-119). As he wrote, the Bulgarians had not failed to 

prove that they could rise to the occasion, being capable of heroic outbursts that 

have scared both Europe and the immediate neighbors, who without delay and at 

any cost today are prepared to prevent the independent political development of 

the Bulgarian nation (Slaveikov 1959, 119).

Apparently, the modernist employs here a historical allusion evoking the 

victories of the Bulgarian army over the Turks and the Serbs in several conflicts
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that led to the consolidation of the Kingdom of Bulgaria and the province of 

Eastern Rumelia, thus expanding the territory of the Bulgarian nation-state (1885, 

1912-1913). It is tempting to suggest that the allusion was used as a means of 

invoking patriotic pride by reversing the semantics of the notion of ‘weakness’ 

since, as he conceded further in his essay: “The Bulgarian soul might be ailing, 

but it is not defective; its illness is the morning sickness of a mother, who carries 

a new life in her womb” (Bulgarskata dusha e bolna, no ne e nedugava; neinata 

bolest e -  bolestta na maika, pod chieto surtse e zaroden nov zhivot, Slaveikov 

1959, 121). In addition to being a prime example of the subtle ironical twists the 

modernist writer constantly introduced in his critiques, this citation also shows 

one of the typical revisionist techniques employed by other Bulgarian modernists. 

I have in mind the utilization of conventionalized metaphors and images of 

sickness and physical disability, which in the revivalist and realist-populist 

writings usually were imbued with negative connotations. The ironical overtones 

used by Slaveikov when talking about the “illness of the national soul” indicate 

his attempt to undermine established stereotypes. His intention was to deconstruct 

and obliterate with a single rhetorical gesture the accepted meaning of routine 

metaphors (e.g., the blind person, the deaf person, the cripple, etc.), completely 

reversing the connotations customarily associated with them. Thus, the images of 

diseases and physical disabilities were re-charged and used to instill hope and 

stimulate a beneficial identification with the nation that invoke a feeling of pride 

rather than disgrace and humiliation (Peleva 1994, 42-44). The modernists like 

Slaveikov employed these in order to accentuate the “originality, individuality 

and extremely talented poetic rendering of various topics as well as their daring 

break away from the preceding literary traditions” (Peleva 1994, 42). In this 

context, the strategy was merely one of the many lines of attack that the Bulgarian 

modernists pursued in their attempts to redefine the identity of their community.

Another strategy they utilized, as Slaveikov’s critical essays and his 

fictional works demonstrate, was the production of a number of archetypes, which
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“epitomized models of perfection, accomplishment and beauty” (cf. Gutierrez 

2001, 7) and which suggestively illustrated that the Bulgarian nation and its 

distinctive culture were worthy of admiration and emulation. In this respect, many 

of the modernists, and above all Slaveikov, engaged primarily in idealization of 

the beloved motherland, nevertheless refusing to compromise the elitist position 

that underpinned their culture-building and modernization activities. For example, 

Slaveikov is likely the first modernist who used the folk image of the Balkan 

(mountain) to construct a positive national public image (Zlatanov 1998, 56-83). 

In his article “Bulgarskata narodna pesen” the poet suggested that the title of the 

collection of Bulgarian folk songs in English translation be “Under the Shadow of 

the Balkan” (Pod siankata na Balkana). He explained that this was an appropriate 

name because it evoked “the image of all mountains, scattered through the Balkan 

Peninsula” (a subtle expression of Slaveikov’s hope that Bulgaria one day will be 

the dominant geo-political center of the region) and because “it [was] intimately 

connected with the history of Bulgarian people” (Slaveikov 1959, 84). The critic 

suggested a very distinctive demographic and ethnic profile of the Balkan 

Peninsula insisting that the Bulgarians were located predominantly in the 

mountains, “while the valleys were inhabited by the Turks” (Slaveikov 1959, 84). 

In fact, Slaveikov created an image that later modernists would develop and 

elaborate, transforming it into a positive stereotype that rivaled in its suggestive 

power the negative stereotype of Aleko Konstantinov’s character Bai Gan’o (cf. 

also Sheitanov 1923-26, Gulubov 1926a).

Essentially, what Slaveikov did in order to construct this influential public 

symbol was to enhance the folk image’s positive connotations by transforming it 

into a universal mytho-poetic literary image, which through the act of aesthetic 

representation gave the reader a chance to recognize the unified history and 

identity of Bulgarians within a semiotic context that strove to remove any 

connotations associating the image with the ‘real’ nation. Whereas previously, the 

Balkan was a concrete geographical topos, Slaveikov disregarded or explicitly
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refused to accept references to actually existing geographical localities (“The 

Balkan is not that mountain, [...] which divides Bulgaria in two, extending from 

[its eastern to its western border]”; Slaveikov 1959, 84). Instead, the modernist 

highlighted the image’s semiotic ability to encapsulate the continuity of the 

Bulgarian civilization. In this manner, the act of aesthetic idealization in fact 

introduced the sign not as an element culturally specific to a given geographical, 

ethnographical or political-cultural community, but a constituent of a ‘spiritual’ 

community, i.e., “an ontological category” that was the source of the very 

possibility for national existence because it was also the locus of the 

quintessential human quality (Zlatanov 1998, 67). I think that Zlatanov is right 

when conceding that Slaveikov approached the traditional image as an 

intellectual, who sought to unravel the complicated web of archetypal meanings 

and constitutive boundaries of the national self-identification (1998, 68). The 

model of collective identity proposed by Slaveikov confirmed the message of 

nationalism since in his writings, the universalism and “the idea of a world 

intellectual community offered a form of escape, a possibility to dream about” a 

harmonious and dignified collective existence in a nation that provided “real 

opportunities for social fulfillment” and personal success (cf. Greenfeld 1996a,

99).

In this context, it is necessary to mention that the collecting of folklore 

was a popular activity among the first Bulgarian modernists. However, unlike 

their predecessors, the modernists were motivated by purely aesthetic reasons, 

interpreting folkloric materials not as ‘facts’ of life, but as inherited cultural 

symbols whose aesthetic potential they had to explore and intensify. Besides 

Slaveikov, Petko Iu. Todorov, Peio Iavorov, Kiril Khristov, and Teodor Traianov 

were interested in uncovering and experimenting with the artistic potentials of 

Bulgarian folk songs and legends. Interesting evidence comes from Traianov’s 

writings. His main rationale is that Bulgarian traditional poetry was a repository 

of national symbols strongly endorsing a dignified and prideful aesthetic
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experience of the nation. More specifically, in his review of modem Bulgarian 

poetry, the eminent modernist poet provided an in-depth analysis of a number of 

national symbols, including traditional Bulgarian folk songs. Traianov 

maintained:

The Bulgarian people can also take pride in their folk songs. Next to the 
lyrical song, the Bulgarians have created deeply religious and original songs 
cross-breeding Christian and pagan motifs. Some scholars have even 
considered Bulgarian Christmas carols to be the most exquisite achievement 
of the Bulgarian poetic genius. Moreover, in the course of political and 
cultural colonization, the Bulgarians have created heroic songs (haidushki 
pesni) which, like indigenous ballads, praise the heroic deeds of those who 
fought for independence; these songs embody the longing for freedom at 
once celebrating the creative imagination of the Bulgarian people. [More 
importantly however], these texts also manifest the struggle of the artists to 
find the right [poetic] form. Thus, the agitated rhythm, powerful words, and 
majestic images, complement the fine sense of form and high morals that 
make some of these songs sound like ancient epics. The internal dynamism 
and the universal sensitivity embodied in the songs are magnificent 
(orpheichni) [...] (Traianov 1942, 87).22

Similar is the motivation of Petko Iu. Todorov, who, inspired by 

traditional Bulgarian songs, produced a number of modernist dramas and idylls, 

which Slaveikov at the time commended as leading examples of the expression of 

the “modem artistic spirit” (Slaveikov 1959, 199). According to Todorov’s 

personal confession, “[a]mongst the many sources of [Bulgarian] folk songs and 

tales, those that I favored in my work were the publications that I owned, and

22 E'bjirapHH'bT Moace pa ce roppee He no-Majixo h  c HapopHaTa ch neceH. PepoM 
c hhcto jinpHnecKaTa neceH, HapoptT e eB3pan h npoHHKHaTa o t  pejiHrH03HH npeperaBH 
neceH, b kohto ce CMecBaT h KptCTOCBaT xphcthhhckh h e3HuecKH mothbh. Hhkoh 
H3CJiepoBarejiH cw raT huirapcKHTe KOJiepHH necHH 3a Han-xydaBOTO nocTHxeeHHe Ha 
HapoaHocTHHH pyx. OcBeH TOBa npe3 purrHTe tophhh Ha nojiHTnnecKO h pyxoBHO 
Po6ctbo ce ci>3papoxa BepHKOPenHtrre, HenoBTopnMH xaiipymKH necHH, kohto BT>3nHBar 
Karo hcthhckh HapopHH Sanapn repoa h Sopepa. B ta x  HapoptT e H3pa3HJi qejiHH ch 
KonHOK 3a CBoSopeH hchbot h e pari npocTop Ha TBopnecKOTO ch BtodpaxceHHe. B Te3H 
necHH cpemaMe Bene 6op6ara 3a codcTBeHara, npeponpepeiieHa (jiopMa. Hivia xanpymKH 
necHH, B KOHTO SypJIHBHHT pHTBM, MOrtiqeCTBOTO Ha CJIOBOTO H BeJl HMaBOCTTa Ha 
o6pa3HTe, uyBCTBOTO 3a (JiopMa, kbkto h epHa BHcma ernKa B-bspeHCTBaT noHTH 
aHTHHHO. BbTpemHaTa PHHaMHKa, a Cbipo H H3pa3eHOTO B Te3H necHH MHpOBO HyBCTBO
k b m  cBeTa ca Ham>JiHo opcJieHHHH [...]. Page citations refer to the reprint in Iliev 1992, 
86- 88 .
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from which I borrowed the majority of my poetic images, themes, rhythms and 

the plot ideas for my dramatic works. These were the Miladinov’s collection, the 

collection of Verkovic and Dozon’s collection [...].”23 Todorov acknowledged 

that he borrowed directly from published material, usually motifs or images he 

found extremely beautiful or intellectually provoking, subjecting those to an 

intricate literary re-creation by means of injecting modernist meanings into 

traditional forms, preserving rather than eroding its specific ‘native’ structure 

(1958, 563). The experimentation of Todorov is significant because, as Slaveikov 

has noted, it represented a successful symbiosis of native and foreign, of 

traditional and modem. By infusing “the old content with new meaning,” i.e., 

original meaning (svoi smisul) that arose “from the depth of the poet’s individual 

consciousness and subjective experiences,” Todorov like the “great European 

poets” brought “the past into the present” adjusting the tradition in accordance 

“with the rhythm and concerns of the artist’s epoch and his innermost creative
,,24purpose.

What Traianov, Todorov, and Slaveikov essentially speak of here is the 

‘re-contextualization’ and consequent semantic modification of traditional 

folkloric items by means of which the modernist artist altered the common stock 

of literary elements so that now each aesthetic ingredient selectively borrowed 

from the oral literature became an expression of the artist’s subjective thoughts 

and feelings. Through such personal semiotic manipulation, the traditional 

symbols were endowed with individualistic meanings, expressing modem 

concerns about individual autonomy and freedom. In addition, as Slaveikov 

acknowledged, the suggestive power of these symbols was enhanced since the

23 Meacjjy MHOJKecTBOTO cSopHmjn o t  Hapo^HH necHH h yMOTBopeHna, th h , 
k o h to  Hah-Beue ci>m HMaji Ha pr>Ka h o t  k o h to  ca nonepneHH noBeHeTO noeTHuecKH 
MOTHBH, o6pa3H, pHTMH H 3aMHCJIH 3a MOHTe flpaMH H HAHJIHH, Ca TpH: CSopHHKa Ha Bp. 
MnjiaAHHOBH, “)KeHCKe necMe” Ha BepKOBHua h  to h  Ha fi,F030Ha (Todorov 1958, 563).

24 Ha CTapHTe CB^tpacaHHa ce .qaBa hob cm hcbji, ceou cmuckji, k o h to  OTpa3HBa 
MOflepHara flynia Ha noeTa h [...] xapMOHHpa c H^enTe Ha CBoeTO BpeMe h HacTpoeHHHTa 
Ha cboh TBopnecKH ayx  (Slaveikov 1959, 199; author’s italics).
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ancient, especially negative meanings and connotations, were purged from their 

semantic field. As a result, the symbols start to express the delight of a 

harmonious and fulfilling existence marked by personal self-confidence and high 

self-esteem (Slaveikov 1959, 201).

The endorsement of self-confidence and self-esteem as modem values was 

important for Slaveikov and the rest of the Bulgarian modernists because, in their 

view, it distinguished them from the previous generations of Bulgarian 

intellectuals. Self-liking (samokharesvane) was a virtue that Slaveikov, for 

example, held in high priority, insisting that it was a token of “internal freedom” 

iyutreshna svoboda; Slaveikov 1959, 201). The expression of the individual’s 

internal freedom, the modernist critic assessed as a vital condition, especially if a 

society’s incessant growth and prosperity was to be secured (Slaveikov 1959, 

201). Slaveikov thus exalted individualism and freedom of expression declaring 

that the task of Bulgarian progressive intellectuals was not to “serve life” but to 

struggle to emancipate the individual, trying “to win the battles” in one’s heart 

and mind, “liberating [one’s] inner self (dukh) and stimulating [his or her] 

humanism -  a weapon that the individual will continue to use in the future 

cmsades [for spiritual progress].”

Slaveikov was particularly influenced by Nietzschean philosophy and 

above all, by his theory of the ‘Super-human,’ i.e., the morally superior individual 

(spiritual aristocrat), who in Nietzsche’s view embodied the quintessence of 

human nature. Nietzschean ideas also fascinated many of the early modernists, 

who embraced the intellectualizations of the eminent German philosopher as a 

form of an ideological ‘panacea’ to tone down the pressures from unresolved 

national questions and reduce the antagonisms that the modernization of their 

belated society had brought. Adapted to the needs of the local knowledge elite,

25 [ ...]  n a  HanpaBHM nyxi>T My CBoSoneH H BceeM  b cv3HaHueTO My Hoeeufuna, c  
KoeTo op-b>Kue t o h  m e  HMa n a  c e  6 o p n  b 6 nTBHTe Ha S tn em eT O  (S la v e ik o v  1959, 205; 
au th o r’s ita lic s ) .
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Nietzsche’s intellectualizations hence served as an ideological frame of reference 

that the progressive intelligentsia of fin-de-siecle Bulgaria used in order to 

elaborate an ambitious cultural program that proposed an alternative model of 

national consolidation to the state militant political nationalism.

From this perspective, the emphasis that early modernists put on the re- 

invention of Bulgarian oral traditions could be interpreted as a historical 

requirement arising from the specific conditions of their locality. Despite the 

pressures of a centralizing state and a social milieu whose demographic structure 

was defined by a ‘poverty-stricken peasantry,’ they strained to promote the ideals 

and ideas of modernity. Consequently, they extensively borrowed from Bulgarian 

folk culture, though selectively appropriating and considerably transforming its 

constituents. The most apparent reason, as my analysis of Slaveikov’s attitude 

proposes, was to enforce the integration of cultural space and to disseminate a 

form of national identity that elevated the experience of Bulgarian culture and 

offered a positive model of self-identification in resistance to the traditional 

Bulgarian identity and its ‘self-colonizing’ ramifications. As already mentioned, 

the national identity articulated by the Bulgarian modernists was anchored in the 

high culture they aspired to create. Because the Bulgarian nation was already 

politically constituted, the modernists used the national heritage of Bulgarian folk 

culture as a mobilizing ‘tool’ in order to secure “a sense of national identity 

solidly in the population as a whole [...] [and to] entrench a patriotic sense of 

identity which was national, community-based, transclassist, i.e., spanning 

different social classes” (cf. Thiesse and Bertho-Lavenir 2001, 126; Slaveikov 

1959, 205).

Still, their relationship with the national oral tradition is a thorny question 

that has no simple explanation. I perceive the modernists’ attitude as cynical 

(Sloterdijk 1987, 3-5) inasmuch as in their writings they did not attempt to 

idealize the Bulgarian narod. This cynical attitude was expressed in the form of 

selective appropriation and modernization of folklore elements that entailed a
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sophisticated re-working and re-invention as official (public) symbols of 

Bulgarian nationality. Informative in this respect is Ivan St. Andreichin’s 

discourse that identified two principal sources the Bulgarian modernists explored 

in search of appropriate symbols: nature and folklore. The critic acknowledged 

that:

[Bulgarian poets] drew from the inexhaustible treasure of [traditional] myths 
and legends [...] that represent a type of ideal reality in which humankind 
mirrors itself [...] In contrast to the Romantics, contemporary poets [i.e., the 
modernists] approached [this treasure] in a different manner. They attempted 
to grasp the eternal [universal] thought and ideal feeling. Where the 
Romantics saw folk tales and parables [i.e., folkloric items], the modernists 
saw symbols. [...] Their interest in the legends and myths was nothing but an 
attempt to express their thoughts in a symbolical form, [...] a feature that, 
together with the idealistic aspirations, clearly betrayed the most 
characteristic features of the new literary movement.26

To further illustrate this point, I would also cite here the thoughts of

another prominent defender and practitioner of Bulgarian modernism:

[Bulgarian] symbolist and individualist poetry [...] connected the Bulgarian 
intelligentsia to the mysticism of the [native] land and the sanctity of the 
blood. The evolution of the Bulgarian symbolist movement happened rapidly 
after [the symbolist authors] began to seek for, and became attached to 
Bulgarian myths and traditions, for they [started] looking at the past more 
intensely. They hunted not for the history of the ‘People,’ but tried to come to 
terms with the fate of Bulgarianness; for them, this was a problem of utmost 
importance. Bulgarian individualism came to its end in those who initiated it, 
in order to emerge, as one German critic puts it, as supra-individualism. In 
this process, the individual emancipated himself or herself from the chains of

26 Te uepnexa oipe o t  SoraTOTO CbKpoBume na MHTOBeTe h jiereuunTe [...] He ca 
jih Te eflHH buu u/ieajma aeucTBHTejiHocT, c k o a to  uoBenecTBOTo ce npe^CTaBjiflBa b 
coScTBeHHTe ch  oh h? [...] CerauiHHTe n o e ra  nome/maxa .npyroane Ha MHTOBeTe h  
jiereHflHTe. Te rap cex a  b Tax TpaimaTa mhcbji h  uzteajiHOTO uyBCTBo; (3a pa3JiHKa o t  
poMaHTHUHTe) KbfleTO e^HHTe BHHytaxa npHK33KH h  SacHH, apyrHTe BHayjaxa chm bojih  
[...] Ta3H 6jrarocKjiOHHOCT kbm Jiereuuara h  MHTa [...] 6em e e/jHO-e/iHHCTBeHo 
cneacTBHe o t  cTapaHHeTO %a ce H3pa3HT ch m bojihcthhho m hcjih tc — a TOBa cnenejiH Ha 
ceramHHTe n o e ra  h m cto , c  xoeTo Te ru  onpe^ejiHxa. Ta3H xapaKTepHcraxa ce npnSaBa 
kt>m HfleajiHcrauHHTe CTpeMeam, k o h to , [...] ca xapaKTepHcrauHH u ep ra  Ha HOBaTa 
mKOJia (Andreichin 1907, 119; page citations refer to the reprint in Iliev 1992, 109-121).
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foreign materialism and became united with the ever-lasting Bulgarian 
spirit.27

For this reason then, the modernist re-contexualization of folklore items 

indeed is best viewed as a practice that was dictated by attempts to negotiate a 

respectful national image for the Bulgarians in front of the world community. As 

Slaveikov’s, Andreichin’s, and Traianov’s utterances demonstrate, Bulgarian 

modernists engaged in a subjective re-invention of traditional items, which while 

“transposed as required for consumption by the cultured and highly sophisticated 

[domestic and international] public” (cf. Thiesse and Bertho-Lavenir 2001, 122), 

also became part of Bulgarian high national culture in the form of well-known 

individually authored literary works. The consequence was twofold: on the one 

hand, the modernists secured a niche for their distinctive production within the 

domestic market of cultural goods. On the other hand, they acted as a mediator 

and spokesmen for the Bulgarian nation in the international exchange of ‘cultural 

capital’ claiming both their authority over the tradition as well as their authority 

over the import and utilization of foreign models and cultural blueprints for 

modernization.

Perhaps, the explanation is that folklore was established as a chief code

system of the Bulgarian national culture through the centralizing cultural practices 

of the state. In this respect, the adulation and utilization of Bulgarian vernacular 

culture in modernist discourses could be explained as an attempt of Bulgarian 

progressive intelligentsia to “concede to the primacy of the state [...] and [be]

27 CnMBOJiHCTHUHaTa h HHAHBHayajincTUHHa JinpnKa [...] CBtpsa 6'bJirapcKH» 
HHTejmreHT c MHemicaTa Ha 3eM8Ta h  CBeTOCTTa Ha KptBTa. Pa3BHTHeTO Ha t .  Hap. 
StJirapcKH chmbojih31>m CTaBauie rjiaBOJioMHO 6tp30. Ton noTbpcn h HaMepa Bpi>3KaTa 
c StnrapcKHa m ht h  btJirapcKOTo noBepne, KaTO norjie/m a Ha MHHajiOTO no- 
npoHHKHOBeHO. He HCTopHHTa Ha 6'bJirapcKHa Hapoa, a ebflSaTa Ha 6tJirapmnHaTa 6axa 
npoSneMHTe, k o h to  BtjiHyBaxa ao  caMororapaHe TBopuHre. EtJirapcKHHT 
HHaHBHayajin3i>M ce H3acHBa b caMHTe Te3H, b k o h to  ce poan, 3a a a  ce npeo6pa3H b eanH 
CBpI>XHHaHBHayaJlH3BM, KBKTO Ce H3pa3HBa eflHH HCMCKH KpHTHK. B TO3H npopec 
StJirapcKHaT hobck ce ocBoSoan o t  nyacaHTe okobh  Ha MaTepnanH3Ma h  ce npnoSiuH 
KtM biJirapcKHfl BeneH ayx  (Traianov 1935, 94).
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drawn in political nationalism” adapting to “the formal modes of organization in 

order to regenerate the nation” (cf. Hutchinson 2000, 602).

5.4. The Intelligentsia and the ‘People:’ Re-defining the Nation

Regardless of their interest in Bulgarian vernacular culture, the modernists clearly 

distanced themselves from its main ‘producers’ and consumers: the peasants. As 

previously mentioned, the divide between the modernist intelligentsia and the 

‘people’ was another expression of the tensions prevalent among Bulgarian 

society at the turn of the 20 century and were provoked by the changes 

associated with the advancement of industrialization and modernization. Within 

this context, the ambivalent and selective attitude of Bulgarian modernists toward 

local traditions reveals an aspect of the specific cultural habitus of modernist 

intellectuals that suggests both their enthusiasm and acceptance of the occurring 

changes as well as their fear, confusion, and disillusionment. This ambivalence 

surfaced as a defining feature of their activities, fueling the modernist 

intelligentsia’s social imagination and desire to revise, redefine, and disrupt 

existing social patterns, conventions, behavioral, and cognitive schemes. In this 

respect, the divide between the Bulgarian intelligentsia and the ‘people’ became 

an important boundary the modernists articulated, maintained, and manipulated in 

their struggle to establish themselves as the national-cultural elite. They used this 

boundary to promote their modernizing offensives. Thus, it symbolically 

represents another aspect of their cultural revolt, which concerned the attempts to 

discard the ethnographic concept of narod (People) constructed in the course of 

the liberation struggle and the traditional notion of Bulgarian national identity 

associated with it.

Like the Ukrainian modernists, their Bulgarian counterparts engaged in the 

creation of “an abstract community” of “unseen, unheard, [...] national fellows” 

(cf. James 1996, 33) that was based on “disembodied integration” rather than on 

immediate and direct face-to-face interactions. The ‘community of strangers’ (the 

nation) thus formed had, nevertheless, to be presented and “consummated
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concretely” (cf. James 1996, 33). The nation that Bulgarian modernists had 

conceived and imagined was slightly different lfom the abstract, primarily 

aesthetic concept the Ukrainian modernists constructed. Perhaps, because of the 

partition of what Bulgarian patriotic intelligentsia perceived to be their ethnic 

lands, Bulgarian intellectuals interpreted the nation in reference to a specific 

geographic and spatial framework as “being bound by particular conceptions of 

time, space, and embodiment” (cf. James 1996, 35; Slaveikov 1921, and his 

unfinished epic poem Kurvava pesen). Consequently, the modernists used some 

concrete spatial oppositions such as the village-city dichotomy, as well as the 

opposition between the center (capital) and periphery (province), as symbols of 

social distinctions that the diversification of labor in the modem state produced. 

While preserving the reciprocity of traditional relations, which continued to give 

meaning and structure to the social existence, this served as another intellectual 

strategy that also “reconstituted [outside the village] and at a more abstract level 

[...] the social relations and subjectivities associated with the emerging 

predominance of newer means of disembodied extension [the press, the printed 

book, and ultimately, the Bulgarian national culture]” (cf. James 1996, 45). In 

other words, the focus of this section is to trace how the Bulgarian modernist 

intelligentsia tried to “abstract a community among strangers” (cf. James 1996, 

46) in a period when the reconstitution of national integration was perceived as 

urgently needed.

The effort to establish the coherence of the Bulgarian nation as an abstract 

quality that united a population which -  in the eyes of the patriotic intelligentsia -  

was politically divided and lived under the influence of different power structures, 

motivated a very specific image of the nation. It accommodated the modernist 

perception of Bulgarianness as a benchmark of social integration championing 

individualism, nationalism, spiritual aristocratism and moral superiority. 

Accordingly, the modernists formulated the nation primarily as a spiritual and 

moral principle embodied in the incipient ‘high’ national culture, which they
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considered to be the only institution responsible for preserving and sustaining the 

integrity and wholeness of the Bulgarian ethnos.

Slaveikov, Dr. Krustev, Iavorov, Todorov and others spoke of high culture 

from the perspective of a knowledge elite, whose purpose was to transform and 

reform. Their disappointment in the political solutions of the national problem 

forced them to formulate an alternative concept of nationality, one that was 

grounded in the philosophy of individualism and the concept of Absolute beauty, 

both closely associated with the idea of a civilized and ‘modem’ individual 

(Slaveikov 1903, 52; K’orchev 1906). To the pragmatism and political 

opportunism of the state mechanism, they opposed their idealism and cultural 

optimism, envisioning Bulgarian society as a community of refined, cultured, and 

highly sophisticated citizens with developed aesthetic tastes, which freely 

expressed their creative mind and will. It is worthy citing from Radoslavov’s 

emotionally charged introduction to his history of Bulgarian literature, where he 

remarked:

At Neuilly, during the peace negotiations, the representatives of the defeated 
Bulgarian people were forced to listen [many] harsh accusations questioning 
the reputation of our nation-state. We are certain that if our recent efforts 
were focused on creating cultural and intellectual ‘goods,’ our fate today 
would have been different [especially] if we had followed a different ideal 
from the geographic-territorial [political one]. Other people did not vanish 
under crueler and more oppressive tyrannies and influences from older 
civilizations, because the world, familiar with their acts of heroism in the 
straggle for spiritual advancement, did not allow such breach of moral and 
divine justice to occur.28

28 Tokkh ca nyMnre, kohto b Hboh, Ha sacenaHHBTa 3a MHp, 6axa npHHyneHH na 
H3CJiyinaT neneraraTe Ha no6eneHHa SnnrapcKH Hapon: EuirapHH IfapcTBo jih e hjih 
PenySjiHKa? MoaceM na 6i>neM TBtpno ySeneHH, ne aKO HauiHTe ycHJina b Hah-HOBaTa 
hh HCTopna 6axa HaconeHH b ci>3naBaHe Ha KymrypHH h nyxoBHH nena, HainaTa ynacT 
nHec 6h 6nna no-npyra; aKO Ha to3h 3JiOBem aeponar Haiviaxa caMO reorpa([)HHecKOTo 
noHHTHe 3a HauiaTa 3eMa. jfpyrn HaponH He 3arHHaxa non mhoto no-onacHH THpaHHH h 
BJiHaHHa Ha mhoto no-CTapn UHBHjiH3auHH, caMO sauioTO CBertT, no3HaBaHKH th, no 
TexHHTe BeJiHKH nonBH3H Ha 6ohhoto none Ha jfyxa, HHKora He 6h no3Bonnn na ce 
H3Bi>pmH enHO nonoSHO CBeTOTaTCTBO cpemy 6oxcecTBeHHTe h MopanHH 3aKOHH 
(Radoslavov 1935, 6).
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The critic, then proceeds with the following appeal, expressing his

conviction that only the creation of a high national culture will bring to Bulgaria

the desired international prestige: “To create! Creativity in the name of our

Intellectual Growth! This is the ideal of our times and the ideal of the next

generations to come.”29 Even more explicit is Dimo K’orchev, who earlier

defined the impetus of the modernist project in the following manner:

To discover the ingredients of social life [civil society], and on their 
foundation, or under their bearing to look for new societal values is a 
requirement of the new [culture]. These constituents are not the individual, 
the family, the state and the community of co-nationals considered separately 
but their relationship with each other; this is what constitutes the grain of 
social life. Modem artists depict the individual alienated from those 
structures, thus inspiring one to become the creator of a new life. Being 
people, who live alone, those hermits [i.e. the modernist artists] seek no 
connection with their compatriots, stay away from society, and take no part in 
social activities. Their [deliberate] disengagement, however, is the most 
unconcealed and active form of [social] criticism demonstrated through their 
intentional acts of dissent.30

Along the same lines, K’orchev declared that:

The time when we had to befriend the ‘people’ has passed. Earlier, we were 
weak and needed the support [of the masses]. The strong individual ought to 
be alone. He carries in himself everything that a human being needs, and 
hence, he becomes the focus of the new art. [...] The strong individual is a 
super-human, said Nietzsche, and he was right. The actions of the strong 
individual provide superior examples for those who aspire to find meaning in 
life.31

29 f la  raopHM! TBopuecTBO 3a aeaoTO Ha /[yxa! E to  eanH Haeaa Ha HameTO 
BpeMe, Hfleaa h  Ha noKOJieHmrra, k o h to  m e H/maT cjiea Hac (Radoslavov 1935, 6).

30 J\& HaMepHM eneMeHTHTe Ha obmecTBeHHs jk h b ot h  Bbpxy Tax, hjih  b TaxHa 
cpeaa, a a  TbpcHM ohmecTBeim uemiocTH, e eano  o t  H3HCKBaHH5rra Ha HOBaTa 
jiHTeparypa. Te3H eaeMeHTH He ca JiHHHOcira, ceMeftcTBOTO, a^pacaBaTa, c Hamirre 
cbuoBeuH, a OTHomeHHHTa hm eflHO kbm apyro . n p n  h o b h tc  nHcaTCjm jimmocTra ce 
yeaHHHBa, OTaanenaBa ce o t  Te3H oS nacra Ha HOBeuiKa aeimocT h CTaBa eaeMeHT, 
3apoanuj Ha hob >khbot. KaTO xopa, k o h to  acHBeaT 3a ce6e ch , t h x  nyc th h h h h h  He ce 
c6jiH»caBaT ct>c CBOHTe cbHOBeqH, HaSarBaT oSmecTBOTO, He yuacTByBaT b HeroBHTe 
aena, h o  TB3H nacHBHOCT e Han-rojiaMaTa b k th b h o c t KaTO KpHTmca, KaTO ci>3HaTejiHO 
HeaoBOJicTBO (qt. in Radoslavov 1935, 245).

31 MnHa BpeMeTo, KoraTO Tpa6Bame aa  apyacHM c xopaTa. ToraBa 6axMe caabn 
h  aupexivie noanopa. CnaHHaT TpahBa aa  S ta e  caM. Ton npnGpa b cede ch  bchhko, mo e
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K’orchev’s discourses reveal that the Bulgarian modernists found between 

the individual and the nation an intimate connection, evoked through the personal 

experience of nationality as a mutual bond generated through the internalized 

values of national culture and the subjective aspirations motivating the individual 

to reach the moral and aesthetic absolute. “The purpose of culture is to cultivate 

spiritual aristocrats, who approximate the genius. [...] Is it unlikely for a 

democracy to triumph in a society where [...] such a goal is impossible, such an 

ideal is absurdity, and its realization curbed in a remote and forgotten past?”32 The 

modernist critic promoted Nietzschean ultra-individualism in order to substantiate 

his view that nationalism ought to unite through the shared aesthetic experience of 

beauty, harmony and “silence” (K’orchev 1907, 158).33 “Art as a means for self- 

improvement encompasses three elements: God, silence, and Motherland [i.e. 

nation].”34 K’orchev believed that a nation begins to truly exist at the moment 

when each individual realizes his connection with the rest of humanity; by 

resisting the “human tragedy,” he or she commences ascent to a higher state of 

civilization, thus cultivating a superior vitality and resilience that springs from 

one’s philosophical compliance with the human existential paradox: mortality. 

Therefore, the critic maintained, the purpose of art was neither “to solve issues” 

nor “to serve agendas;” it had to enhance “the synthesis of all cultural expressions 

created in the world” by means of exposing “the universal human essence

HyacHO 3a HOBeica n  Taica CTaBa oSeicT Ha h o b o t o  H3KycTBO. [...] C h j i h h j i t  Ha CBeTa e 
CBpixHOBeicyT, xa3Ba H nnm e -  h  t o h  6 e npaB. CaMO m h c j i h t c  h  nenaTa Ha c h j i h h h  MoraT 
m  CJiyacaT KaTO yponn 3a b c h h k h ,  k o h t o  HCKaT na o c m h c j ib t  acHBOTa (1907, qt. in 
Radoslavov, 244-5).

32 IfejiTa Ha KymypaTa e na  ct3naBa Bee no-BHCHin HHnHBHnyyMH, na ce 
npHbjiHacaBa Bee no-6jiH3Ko no rem ra [...] Bt3MoacHo j ih  e enHO TptacecTBO Ha 
neMOKpaTH3Ma [ . . .]  K o r a r o  KaTO uen TOBa e HeBKBMoacHOCT, KaTO Hneaa e aScypn, KaTO 
neiiCTBHTejiHOCT -  enHO naJieHHO h  3a6paBeHO MHHajio (K ’orchev 1906, 151; page 
citations refer to the reprint in Iliev 1992, 138-153).

33 Page citations refer to the reprint in Iliev 1992, 153-161.
34 H3KycTBOTO KaTO cpencTBO 3a caMoyctBtpmeHCTBaHe Kpne Tpn ejieMeHTa: 

Bor, MtJiHHHe h  ponnHa... (K’orchev 1907, 158).
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originating in God and our interactions with the divine” (K’orchev 1907, 158- 

159).

Thus, Bulgarian modernists developed an understanding of nationality as a 

universal fact, seeking to reinforce the appeal of the nation as a phenomenon of 

modem times. “The Nation is the Tmth [toward which] the entire humanity 

aspires. Each individual attains it in his or her own way, therefore in each person 

the tmth is manifested differently. The merit o f  nationality is not in the diversity 

o f forms [in which it is experienced] but in the intensity o f that experience.” 

From this standpoint, K’orchev elaborated his cultural theory as a form of ‘rooted 

cosmopolitanism,’ according to which the universal human problems could be 

approached only from a national perspective. In this respect, his writings show 

that the boundary between the Intelligentsia and the ‘people’ supported the 

constmction of the Bulgarian nation as a community based on individual acts of 

imagining and experiencing the nation for which national art and culture provided 

a feasible context. Accordingly, modem(ist) literature and art were conceived as 

instrumental in preserving “the linkage of individualized identities with the 

national one” (cf. Jusdanis 1991, 150; K’orchev 1906, 160-161). The separation 

of ‘people’ and intelligentsia, consequently indicated the distinction made 

between “national identities that emerge through open processes of debate and 

discussion” and identities that were imposed from ‘above’ by means of 

indoctrination (cf. Miller 1995, 39). In short, the modernists promoted their 

version of national identity as one that ‘evolved naturally’ during the exchange 

and dissemination of compelling cultural artifacts that conveyed “truths and 

nationality that everyone, wherever he is, can grasp, feel, and relate to” 

(Modernostta im e v tui, che sochat rodinata i istini, koito vsichki, gdeto i da sa, 

mogat razbra ipochuvstva; K’orchev 1906, 160), thus giving also the individual a

35 Poduna e H C TH H ara kbm kohto ce CTpeM H HOBenecTBOTO. Bcexn c r a r a  mo H ea  

npe3 ce6e cn, 3aTyn BceKHMy pa3JiHHHO ce OTKpuBa. Ho nem am a ifewiocm He e e 
HeednaKeocmma Ha (popMama, a e cmenenma na mnyecmeyeaHemo (K’orchev 1907, 
160; author’s italics).
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choice to cast off those identities that were mainly “result of political imposition” 

(cf. Miller 1995, 39).

The proper connection of individual and society in this manner was 

scrutinized excessively in the modernist discourses, which inexorably reiterated 

the need for the moral ‘rebirth’ of each Bulgarian, conceptualizing the extant 

reality as degrading to the individual’s true humanity and identity (Slaveikov 

1959, 179-180; 196). As Elenkov acknowledges, from the 1890s on the debate 

about the role and social function of the Bulgarian intelligentsia and its relation to 

the ‘people’ surfaced as one of the most heated public discussions in which all 

rivalry groups of intellectuals partook (1998, 64-75). In this way, the boundary 

was formalized, as it became part of the official negotiations of Bulgarian cultural 

identity that openly took place in the public sphere (Stefanov 1995, 205-220). In 

Elenkov’s interpretation, this dichotomy reflected ‘the poles of anxiety’ 

identifying the reaction to the modernization of Bulgarian society where the 

‘people’ conventionally have been constructed as a “key symbol of identification, 

opposed to the modem society” and its models, norms and rules of regulation 

(1998, 66). The debate about the role of the intelligentsia, then, argues the 

contemporary Bulgarian scholar, “implicates an attempt to formulate an ideology 

of the impossible public consensus” regarding the issues of culture and identity, 

which nevertheless “tried to bring together the sharply contrasting groups of 

intellectuals” and unite them on the basis of their opposition to the state, on the 

one hand, and the inert ‘mass’ of people, on the other (Elenkov 1998, 66-67).

To be sure, the notion of ‘people’ was employed in modernist discourses 

with a double meaning. For example, Dr. Krustev’s article in response to the 

position of the state on the current educational problems during the so-called 

‘Teachers’ Question’ (1905-1908; Manafova 1987, 32) made a clear distinction 

between the ‘people’ (narod) and the ‘mob’ (tulpa, masd), identifying the 

intelligentsia as the ‘core of the nation,’ while discarding in a single rhetorical 

gesture the uneducated, illiterate, and uncultured narod:
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Any attentive and cognizant observant of Bulgarian society will be quite 
hesitant to decide whether the Bulgarians constitute ‘a People’ {narod).
Indeed, our social formation could be identified simply as a conglomerate of 
individuals, a geographic and ethnographic, even administrative entity, but a 
nation it is not and cannot be, because it lacks the conditions for that. The 
mass we can ignore -  its psychology is different. Let us limit ourselves to 
considering the intelligentsia. Does it feel some sort of responsibility towards 
the collective, in itself perhaps an abstract notion, yet very concrete in its 
existence? Did [the intelligentsia] demonstrate such unified consciousness; 
did it commit an organized collective, social or intellectual action, driven 
exclusively by its own emotional attachments and beliefs? We do not single 
out specific persons, for we do not claim that there are no individuals who 
sincerely and altruistically [work for their society]; we claim that even these 
people have failed to produce a coherent, organic whole, [i.e. a nation], acting 
as one.”36

Perhaps Stefanov and Elenkov are right when trying to conceptualize the 

divide that the modernists constructed in the beginning of the 20th century 

between the Intelligentsia and the ‘people’ as an “intellectual technique” by 

means of which “the crises within the national social space were controlled 

through [a series of] discursive catharses” (Stefanov, qt. in Elenkov 1998, 68). 

The Bulgarian nation in the modernist discourses thereby emerged as an abstract, 

inclusive, primarily ‘ethical community’ {nravstveno obshtestvo) of citizens, 

which neither the state nor the traditionally defined ‘people’ could contain in their 

one-sided, limited dimensionality. Therefore, in contrast to the previous modes of 

identification, the modernists articulated their cultural nationalism, arguing that

36 EauH CTpor h no-ai>a6oK HaSaioaaTea Ha Haimra obmecTBeH acHBOT a ta ro  6h 
ce KoaeSaji, npean aa peuiH aaan CbipecTByBa GtarapcKH napod. H aencTBHTeaHO TOBa, 
KoeTO hhh o6pa3yBaMe, Moace aa 6i>ae eaHH MHoro aoSup KOHrjiOMepaT ot 
HHflHBHayyMH, eaHO reorpa<f)HHecKo h eraorpacjiCKO hjih aaace aaMHHHCTparaBHO uaao, 
ho Hapoa to  He e h He Moace aa 6i>ae, 3amoTO My jmncBaT bchhkh ycaoBHa 3a TOBa. 
Macara MoaceM npn TOBa aa ocTaBHM HacTpaHa -  HeimaTa ncHxoaoniH e cbBceM apyra -  
h aa ce orpaHHHHM c HHTeaHreHiyiaTa. HMa an th xaKBO-roae CB3HaHHe 3a aatacHOCT 
cnpsiMO Heiyo o6m,o, KoaeKTHBHO -  b cbocto noiurrae Moace 6h aScipaKTHO, ho b CBoeTO 
6nTHe aocym KOHKpeTHO? IIpoaBHJia an e ta aocera eauH-eanHCTBeH nr.T TaxoBa 
CB3HaHHe, H3BBpmnaa an e no BHymeHHe Ha CBOHTe co6ctbchh ayBCTBa h y6eacaeHHa 
eaHO KoaeKTHBHO, counaaHO nan HHTeaeKTyaaHO aencTBHe? He roBopHM 3a OTaeaHH 
eanHHun; He TBtpanM, He HaMa xopa c Hafi-ataGoK h HcxpeH aaxpyH3tM; ho TBtpaHM, 
ne h thh Haft-aoSpH eauHHUH HHKora He ca o6pa3yBaan eaHO acHBO, opraHHnecKO uaao, 
edm  HHanBHayyM (Author’s italics; Dr. Krustev 1898, 95-6).
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the nation was an expression of a higher social bond that was realized in the 

internalization of common values, endorsed through the national high culture.

The notion of high culture articulated by the Bulgarian modernists was 

predicated on the political ideology of liberal democracy (Genchev 1991, 287-89; 

Iordanov 1993, 43-44). It accommodated the intellectuals’ vision of the artist as a 

new social ideal and a role model to be disseminated among those, who in the 

view of the intelligentsia, were neither educated nor sophisticated enough to 

produce national values and ideals tuned to modernity. According to this 

intelligentsia, this was the majority of the Bulgarian population. Intended as a 

unifying principle, however, as Elenkov has argued, the idea of ‘high’ culture -  

promoting the independence and personal autonomy of each Bulgarian, while 

arguing above all the right of individuals to define and freely express their 

identity outside of societal restrictions, outdated norms, etc. -  paradoxically 

became “an experience of social fragmentation” that made possible the cultivation 

of individualism through a series of “nihilistic” detachments from historical 

reality, which the modernists had formulated (Elenkov 1998, 59). The 

promulgation of modernist aesthetics, which affirmed that the absolute moment of 

internal freedom and true individual existence was achieved only by way of 

intense aesthetic pleasure, became a vital part of this process (Elenkov 1998, 59).

The modernists persistently restated this idea, especially when assessing 

the derogatory effects of the ‘mass’ culture popularized and instilled by the state. 

In this context, Slaveikov’s struggle to secure the autonomy of the National 

Theatre, which consumed most of his time as a director before he was fired and 

left the country in 1912, is exemplary of the type of agitation the modernists 

employed in their culture-building and culture-promotion activities (Slaveikov 

1959, 268-301; 345-46). It is noteworthy that the distinction they made between 

‘high’ and Tow’ culture, also reflected in the cleavage between the Intelligentsia 

and the ‘People,’ developed into a key point of the Bulgarian creative 

intelligentsia’s demands for political reforms. Slaveikov, for example, explicitly
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stated in his article “Natsionalen teatur” (National Theatre): “Everywhere around 

the world the autonomy of artists is achieved through struggle and sacrifices [...]” 

(Slaveikov 1959, 268; 345-46). I will discuss this aspect of Bulgarian modernism 

in the next section. Suffice it to note here that Slaveikov’s understanding of true 

democracy, for instance, was underpinned by his conviction that the autonomy of 

the artistic field was crucial for the realization of the liberal-democratic model 

(Slaveikov 1959, 332-347). Any other social and political ideology the modernist 

rejected as a form of “cheap populism” (evtin demokratizm\ qt. in Iliev 1992, 59).

Iavorov voiced similar views, although more poetically. In his 

posthumously published fragment, “Geniiat niama vuzrast i narodnosf (The 

Genius Is Ageless And Stateless), he confessed that the Bulgarian intelligent 

impregnated with the modem sensitivity, remained “alienated from his social 

environment and from those for whom he carries the cross to Golgotha” (vsiakoga 

samot[en] i chuzhd, sred koito zhivee i za koito nosi kum Golgota svoia krust, 

Iavorov n. d., 69). Despite that in his heart, the artist with patriotic nostalgia 

“craves” closeness to his society, in quest of a “bosom” and a “homeland,” he is 

always lonely and estranged. The implication is clear, for Iavorov indeed 

perceived the artistic intelligent as separate from, and superior to ‘the masses.’ 

Iavorov hastens to add that the intellectual, possessing “an inborn longing for the 

sky and the eternal, the realm from which he had come [...] is without a family 

(bezroden) and without a state (bezotechestven), searching for a motherland 

(rodina) [...] always imagining and living in the world of his illusions” (khimerite 

na zhivota i sredata; Iavorov n. d., 69). The nation thus emerges as a utopian 

realm of harmony, peace and beauty.

Particularly visible that is, as Elenkov points out, in the intellectual 

articulation of the nation communicated after the defeat of the Bulgarian political 

nationalism in the World War I, when the artistic intelligentsia agitated for 

identification with the ‘imaginary’ national space depicted in the writings of the 

Symbolists, wherein the experience of Bulgarianness was symbolically integrated,
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continuous and whole (Elenkov 1998, 71). The imagined nation was contrasted

henceforth with the real nation. The opposition took the form of a new semiotic

twist that recharged the conventional notion of motherland (rodina) with fresh

connotations. In contrast to the previously endorsed fatherland (otechestvo, a

masculine noun), the term rodina (a feminine noun) now was established as an

acceptable public symbol of national identification (K’orchev 1907, 160-61).

Together with the Balkan (mountain), rodina (motherland, homeland) was

essentialized as the embodiment of Bulgarian cultural history in space and time,

thus situating the ethnic community within a mytho-poetic rather than a concrete

geographical realm. Galin Tikhanov has discussed the significance of this act.

This Bulgarian literary critic suggests that:

[...] The ‘native’ is no longer necessarily conceptualized as ‘Bulgarian’; this 
incongruence [of native and Bulgarian] results from the expanded meaning of 
the idea of homeland {rodina). From a specific and limited territory, a 
product of a stable patriotic attachment that generated the images of 
collective identification, the homeland (rodina) is transformed into an ideal 
[immaterial] substance, materializing only through the efforts of the 
individual to search for it and attain it, respectively eroding rather than 
achieving collective identification. The homeland thus becomes the 
individual’s destiny. [...] One is not bom into a nation, but gives birth to the 
nation within ‘the self.37

For instance, K’orchev proclaimed that the homeland {rodina) was 

everywhere, contained in the “shining stars and the cloudy sky, the green forest 

and the rocky desert, within [one’s] friend and the eyes of his dog, the rose in the 

garden and the spider weaving his web in the comer of the room, which all hold
■JO

bits of mortality and immortality [...].” His effort to erase all associations with

37 [...] poahoto He e Bene HenpeMemro StJirapcKOTo; taxhoto HectBnaAaHe e 
CBT>p3aHO c  paamupeHHA h npoMeHeH o6eM Ha noHaraeTO 3a poAHHa. O t 3eMH, ‘b hhkoh 
npeflejiH,’ npoAyKT Ha e/ma ycTOHHHBa ceraBHOCT, npoH3BeacAama o6pa3H Ha 
KOJieKTHBHOTO HAeHTH(])HUHpaHe, poAHHara cera CTaBa AyxoBHa cyScTaHima, pe3yjrraT 
Ha HAHBHAyajiHo n>pceHe h nocraraHe, no-cxopo noApHBamo, otkojikoto nocraramo 
KOJieKTHBHara HAeHTH([)HKauHH. PoAHHara ce npeBptma b HHAHBHAyajiHa ynacT. [...] 
Bene He HOBeia>T e b poAHHara, a  poAHHaTa e b JiHHHOcrra (1994, 131-32).

38 PoAHHara e  bcbac: a c r o n e  3Be3AH h 3an>MHeHnaT ot oSnauH T e cboa, 3ejieH ara  
ro p a  h KaMeHHCTara n ycT om , npHATejiHT bh h OHHTe Ha HeroBOTO x y u e , po3aTa b
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concrete geographical topoi, an intellectual practice that Slaveikov also frequently 

utilized,

[...] could be explained as a consequence of the actual infeasibility of 
accomplishing the geographical ideal -  the unification of all Bulgarians 
inhabiting the Balkan Peninsula into a single territory. The waning of this 
ideal was as much an outcome of the historical circumstances (actual political 
decisions, participation in the wars, the national catastrophes) as it was a 
result of the psychological uncertainty and skepticism that the modernist 
‘cultural universalism’ [rooted cosmopolitanism] provoked.39

Part of this complex of semantic or rather semiotic transformations which 

reflected the social changes occurring in Bulgaria, constituted the formulation by 

the modernists of another boundary signaling ambivalence with respect to their 

current reality. This was the distinction between the city and the village, 

conceptualized as two separate habitats of modernity. In addition to the divide 

between the intelligentsia and the ‘People,’ this binary opposition was employed 

as a metaphor conveying social tensions and inequalities that the progressive 

intellectuals considered imperative to articulate in the process of re-forming the 

nation. Above all, they used it to affirm once again their status as cultural leaders 

and to claim authority over the production of the nation’s ‘symbolic,’ i.e., cultural 

capital. On the other hand, they projected their frustration and disagreement with 

official policies of nationalism that imparted a rather incomplete version of group 

identity by extolling the ‘demotic’ concept of the nation. In this respect, the 

boundary served them to dispose of previous models of self-identification and to 

formulate new objectives for the Bulgarian national movement.

rpa/jnHaTa n naaicbT b tn>Jia Ha CTaara -  bchhko e hochtcji Ha kt>c ot BeuHOcrra h 
CMi>pTTa [...] (K’orchev 1907, 160).

39 3ary6aTa Ha 6tnrapcKOTO b HeroBaTa BeipecTBeHa curypHOCT -  to3h 
cneuH(])HHeH pecjmeKC MO>i<e ce oSachh Karo cjieflCTBHe ot peajiHOTO
HeoctmecTBJiBaHe Ha ‘reorpa<]>CKHs uzjeaji’ -  nocraraHeTO Ha TepHTopHanHO 
oOeaHHeHHe Ha bchhkh StJirapH JKHBeeigH Ha EajiKaHCKHH nojiyocTpoB. YracBaHeTO Ha 
to3h Sjihh, e pe3yjrraT, kojikoto Ha HCTOpHuecKH CTeKJiH ce oScToaTejicTBa ( peajiHH 
nojiHTHuecKH peuieHHs, ynacTHe bbb Bohhhtc, HaunoHajiHH KaTacTpocjm), TOJiKOBa h Ha 
ncnxojiorHuecKO pa3^BoeHHe h He^oBepHe po^HJio ce c Mo êpHHCTHHHOTO CL3HaHHe 3a 
‘KyjiTypeH yHHBepcanH3BM’ (Tikhanov 1994, 131-32).
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One of the most interesting discussions addressing the relationship 

between the city and the village, symbolically reinforcing the awareness of their 

distinction, is the article “Bulgarskata natsionalna dusha” (The Bulgarian 

National Soul) by one Mois Benaroia (1996).40 In his discourse, the Bulgarian 

intellectual refused to see the city and the village as similar in terms of their role 

as containers of modernity. Criticizing typical conceptualizations of their 

relationship, Benaroia renounced the mainstream tendency of Bulgarian literature 

to identify Bulgarian peasantry as the ‘People,’ focusing exclusively on 

portraying their lifestyle and problems. The Bulgarian city, in his view, more 

often than not had been disregarded as an artistic object because “being a product 

of foreign influences,” its urbanized culture was seen insufficient to generate 

representations of the typical Bulgarian life (Benaroia 1996, 179). Having the 

awareness of a true patriot, this critic thus reacted with annoyance to previous 

conceptualizations of the nation (including those formulated by the early 

Bulgarian modernists) that sought the real meaning of Bulgarianness in the 

‘village’ and among the peasants. He insisted that the essence of Bulgarianness 

was not to be found in the material existence (bit) and its ethnographically 

accurate (realistic) or romanticized (idealized) aesthetic renderings, therefore 

demeaning the significance of both Vazov’s and Slaveikov’s approaches. Instead, 

Benaroia favored a symbolical method that above all endeavored to represent the 

“eternal soul” of the nation (1996, 179). In any case, the critic emphasized, the 

ethnographic elements, especially Vazov’s precise portrayals of Bulgarian 

peasants in the context of their every day life, could be interpreted only as 

“records of Bulgarian people’s backwardness” and their fascination with “the 

progress of the advanced world” (1996, 179); the village itself then turned into a

40 The original date of publication is unknown; page citations refer to the reprint 
in Literatumata zadruga “Hiperion, ” edited by Stoian Vasilev (Veliko Tumovo: Slovo, 
1 9 9 6 ).
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spatial metaphor indicating such backwardness regardless of the authorial 

intention invested in it.

On the other hand, argued Benaroia, the large urban centers possessed a 

distinctive culture that reflected the modernization and Westernization of 

Bulgarian society. Although the city stood out neither as a chief economic nor 

most dominant social attribute of Bulgarian society, the culture and diverse 

lifestyles it encompassed, characterize it as one of the most significant factors 

propelling the progress of the Bulgarian nation (Benaroia 1996, 180). He 

interpreted ‘the city’ as a symbol of modernity, endowing the notion with a 

number of positive connotations by means of which the metaphor started to 

function also as a sign of change and advancement. “The specifics of the new 

social and economic conditions,” wrote Benaroia, “are revealed in the 

intensification and growing significance” of urban life as a contemporary 

condition that obliterates the patriarchal foundations of the Bulgarian nation. On 

these grounds, he agitated for a different model of national identification, one that 

recognized the power of urban (high) culture to raise the individual to a new 

understanding of her relation with the nation. In other words, Benaroia’s 

discourse celebrates the diversity and pluralistic nature of urban life and culture, 

recognizing that different interests could engender conflicts and disagreements 

between the intellectuals. Thus, he proclaimed the clashes with the older 

generations as “natural,” pointing to the fact that such conflicts gave birth to 

pluralism, which in contrast to the uniformity and conformity of the ‘village’ 

(traditional) life, reflected adequately the rhythm of the modem times to which 

the younger generations of Bulgarian intelligentsia were prone to respond 

(Benaroia 1996, 180-81).

The critic gave credit to the eclectic nature of Bulgarian modernism, 

viewing it as an intellectual reaction to a reality that “had not completely adjusted 

to West European big-business” (v nesprisposobilata se oshte hum edriia 

kapitalizum Bulgaria). He maintained that this was “a typical feature of ‘belated’
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nations, whose modernization was triggered by negation” (otritsanie; Benaroia 

1996, 181). In the quest for adequate models to express the polyphony of voices 

in Bulgarian national culture, Benaroia offered an interesting re-arrangement of 

the literary canon, declaring that the true essence of Bulgarianness one could 

discover in the lyrical ponderings of the Bulgarian patriotic intelligentsia rather 

than in the best prose-works it created (1996, 191). Respectively, he paid tribute 

to Khristo Botev, Pencho Slaveikov, and Teodor Traianov as artists, who marked 

three distinctive stages in the evolution of the “Bulgarian national soul.” Benaroia 

preferred the symbolist Traianov, for as he put it, “[this poet] lives through the 

destiny of the nation, surmounting the duality of Bulgarian existence, incarnating 

the national ideas of love, goodness, enlightenment, and predestined suffering.” 

Traianov’s poetry demonstrated that by moving through these phases, “the 

synchronization of life with the rhythm of the universe is achieved, thus giving 

meaning to the earthly existence; the new Bulgarian therein is bom.”41

The divide between the intelligentsia and the ‘people,’ thus started to 

function as an indicator of the new social tensions that the modernization brought 

forth, therefore signaling the transformation of traditional society. As a result, the 

modernists found it effective in symbolizing the occurring restructuring and 

diversification of relationships within the Bulgarian space. For them, this was an 

important strategy of distinction because it eliminated traditional confusions about 

the status of the intelligentsia, which the older generation conceptualized as being 

‘bom’ out of the peasant mass and thus, insisted on its subordination to the 

‘people,’ agitating for social service in the name of the ‘people’ that required from 

the intellectuals to become ‘one with the masses.’ Contrary to this view, which 

the realists and populists shared with the writers of proletarian literature, the

41 T eoflop  TpaaHOB macHBaBa ct^GaTa Ha Hapo,zja, npeBBSMorBa 
flBOHHCTBeHocrra Ha 6i>JirapcKOTO Surae h  BtnjioTHBa HeroBHTe HzjeH Ha o6 hh, floGpo, 
CBeTJIHHa H OpneaHO CTpa^aHHe, BB3BeCTaBaHKH He B flBIOKeHHeTO Ha T03H m>T ce  
n o cra r a  BHcmaTa xapMOHHa Ha acHBOTa, kocmhhhhh ph t b m , kohto ocmhcjih 
npexoflH ocrra Ha 3eMHOTO. Tyx c e  onepTaBa h hobhb GiJirapcKH HOBeic (1996, 190-191).
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modernists insisted on recognizing the right of the individual to have a mind of 

her own and more importantly, to criticize both ‘the masses’ and the state. For 

example, Benaroia while recognizing the need for closeness between the 

intelligentsia and the ‘people’ also campaigned for the intellectuals’ disinterest in 

popular (common) ideals, arguing that this would give the intelligentsia the 

privilege “to criticize the masses.” Such criticism, however, in order to be useful 

“has to be constructive and spring from [the intelligentsia’s] deep love for the 

people” (1996, 191).

Benaroia’s article is important for it offers a glimpse into the change 

occurring in the work of the Bulgarian modernist social imagination. The tone of 

his words differs from that of the early modernists in being less aggressive and 

militant when defending the right of intellectuals to participate in the shaping of 

the nation’s historical fate. One senses in his position an attempt to cope with the 

depressing reality of a growing political repression, economic and social 

instability that resulted from the decisions made by the ruling political elite, a 

shift that fully manifested itself only in the mid-1920s. As Elenkov points out, 

“the wars and their aftermath constitute another critical situation,” which the 

Bulgarian intelligentsia tried to ‘control’ by intensifying the struggle for cultural 

regeneration. The debate about the role of the intelligentsia re-opened with a 

renewed force in the public space after the First World War, when the Bulgarian 

symbolists and later, expressionists, dadaists, etc. had to assert their right to be the 

creators of the new social and cultural values. In this context, their prescriptions 

for changes and proposed new definition of Bulgarian identity fed on a slightly 

different conceptualization of the relationship between the individual and the 

nation. They advocated for identification “with the imaginary national space that 

they saw as the only warrant for the successful mastering of the post-war reality, 

because it provided solace for the educated and terminated their dismal 

wandering” (Elenkov 1998, 71). The utopian experience of the nation, as well as 

the interest in experimenting with Bulgarian oral traditions set the foundation of
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the cultural program the intellectuals developed in opposition to the state and its 

militant political nationalism. The key objective of this program remained the 

formulated by the early modernists need for aligning Bulgarian culture with the 

West European aesthetic standards of excellence. Thus, in the debates of the 

1910s-1920s the issue of westernization and Europeanization re-surfaced, 

escalating the artistic intelligentsia’s angst and distress. The relationship between 

the center (Europe) and the periphery (Bulgaria) as manifested in the heatedly 

debated topic about the relationship between the ‘native’ and the ‘foreign’ in 

Bulgarian art and culture became the principle metaphor to express the increasing 

tensions that further propelled the modernist cultural revolt.

5.5. Creating National Citizens:

The Intelligentsia Against the State
Among the most prominent factors provoking dissatisfaction and discontent with 

the pace and direction of Bulgarian society’s modernization, thus strengthening 

also the Bulgarian modernists’ critical reaction to the extant historical reality, was 

their ‘disempowerment.’ As the intellectuals quickly became aware of the 

limitations the centralizing activities of the ruling administration imposed on their 

involvement in the political life of the nation-state, they became more fervent in 

the formulation of an alternative cultural agenda and program of action. This 

section looks closely at the relationship of the progressive Bulgarian intelligentsia 

with the nation-state in an attempt to elucidate further the source of Bulgarian 

modernist practices and ideology, which developed as a form of cultural 

nationalism that resisted and challenged the power of the political nationalism of 

the Bulgarian state.

The political and socio-cultural realities in Bulgaria during the first two 

decades of its independent existence clearly perplexed Bulgarian intellectuals, 

above all, the cohort of West European oriented artistic intelligentsia, because the 

state failed to define clearly their purpose in modem society. Consequently,
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Bulgarian writers, artists, academics and so on -  in particular the advocates of 

modernism and Westernization -  felt politically and financially marginalized, 

held back from active participation in the state building process (Iordanov 1993, 

23). Informative in this respect is Boian Penev’s article “Bulgarskata 

inteligentsid’ (Bulgarian Intelligentsia, 1924).42 His commentary entertains a 

common motif running as a ‘red thread’ through the bulk of Bulgarian modernist 

discourses, namely the disappointment in the way the principle political acts of 

the state (the Constitution, the ministerial and other administrative regulations) 

defined the role of the artistic intelligentsia.43 Among this plethora of critiques, 

Penev’s review-article is worth mentioning because of his lucid and thorough 

exposition of the problem that also offers a detailed and articulate program of 

national-cultural revival, illuminating many of the typical modernist ambitions.

To begin with, although Penev’s essay opens with a trivial lamentation 

about the inadequate state of cultural affairs in the Bulgarian nation-state, it 

proceeds with an unusual twist as the critic shifts his attention to the meticulous 

examination of the alternatives for national-cultural development. As he 

acknowledges, Westernization was inevitable because of the overwhelming 

apathy and deficiency of genuine intellectual resources. The critic clearly 

indicated the lack of higher pursuits as the “sickness” of the times. “Although we 

were politically liberated, the end of our spiritual ‘oppression’ is still unknown. 

This spiritual ‘slavery’ is more dangerous than any political tyranny because we 

cannot rely on others to free us from it. We have to do it ourselves. We have to 

become a Great Power. But where are the efforts?”44

42 Page citations refer to the reprint in Elenkov and Daskalov 1994, 131-144.
43 To point but a few: Dr. Krustev 1889, Slaveikov 1906, Debelianov 1912, 

Mikhailovski 1924, Milev, G. 1924, Gulubov 1927b, and so on.
44 IIojIHTHUeCKH ce OCBOSo^HXMe, HO KpaST Ha ayXOBHOTO HH poScTBO om e He 

ce BHayra. Btopoto pobcTBO e MHoro no-CTpanmo o t nojiHTHuecKOTO. Oh Hero hhkoh 
B'bHuiHa cHJia He me hh ocBoSoan -  HHe caMH TpsSBa a  a ce ocbo6o^hm, caMH 3a ce6e ch 
m  CTaHeM BejiHKa CHJia. Ho ae  ca ycHJimrra? (Penev 1924, 132).
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Then, the intellectual proclaims that “heightened [social] awareness, 

unison, and will” were the qualities the Bulgarian intelligentsia needed to 

cultivate in order to secure the fulfillment of the cultural ideal: the creation of a 

coherent and strong Bulgarian nation (Penev 1924, 132). As he wrote: “Bulgarian 

society is familiar with hostility, pusillanimity and indifference but had never 

experienced the powerful creative rhythm of a single harmonizing collective 

will.”45 Therefore, he suggested that the progressive Bulgarian intellectuals have 

to seek inspiration in foreign models and imported cultural ‘goods’ in order to 

produce the high national Bulgarian culture they aspired. Penev was adamant 

about the need for high national culture, insisting that it was the most vital factor 

in the revival of the Bulgarian spiritual and intellectual potential (1924, 132). In 

his cultural vision, France was the country of choice because, as the critic argued, 

it was the single European state that had a well-developed sense of social 

solidarity and cohesiveness (Penev 1924, 133). Allow me to cite here a passage 

from his discourse that finely illustrates the intention of his argument. In the 

critic’s view,

The Frenchman is civil and polite. [...] His superbly tuned social instincts 
turn him effortlessly into a cosmopolitan, who defends and lives by universal 
humanistic values. His sole ambition is to serve mankind. [...] He is well 
disposed to Otherness as well as to his native [culture], equally open-minded 
and tolerant to [cultural differences]. [...] Unlike the Englishmen and the 
Germans, the French are not haughty and treat ‘smaller’ nations with respect.
[...]

The most important feature of the French national character, however, is the 
spiritual maturity and wealth that is expressed in the constant, unlimited, 
creative imagination and the fine aesthetic taste. Such spiritual wealth is 
predicated on a synthetic mind and an uninhibited imagination, which the 
Bulgarians unfortunately do not possess, for they are too serious and crude to 
develop it.46

45 EuirapcKOTo oSmecTBO no3HaBa BpaagjaTa, no3HaBa MajioflymueTO h 
paBHOflymueTO -  ho He h TBOpuecKHs purbM Ha e/ma xapMOHHHHa KOJieKTHBHa bojih

(Penev 1924, 132).
46 O p a H u y 3 H H i> T  e b H a H -^ o G p u a  cmhcbji H a .oyMara, o6in,ecTBeH h cbbtckh 

uoBeK. [...] HeroBOTO copnajiHO uyBCTBO ro  H3Aura jjo KOCMonojiHTH3i>M, a o
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Apparently, the intellectual put an emphasis on the concept of ‘civil 

society’ interpreted in the light of the French ‘civic’ nationalism and in the 

framework of a liberal-democratic ideology, which respected the infringed 

rights and freedoms of the individual. His anti-governmental critique, although 

subtle, targeted the state disinterest in the contribution and participation of 

intellectuals as citizens and therefore, was elaborated from the perspective that 

the state political nationalism was exhausted or rather insufficient in providing 

models for further development. It indirectly implied the ambition of Bulgarian 

modernists to transform the Bulgarian nation into a civil society, guarding with 

fervor and unreserved patriotic devotion the originality and uniqueness of its 

culture. Thus, Penev suggested that the core and unifying principle of this civil 

society was not the state, but the national culture, which thus becomes the most 

important constituent of Bulgarian collective identity. Since [the intelligentsia] 

was politically marginalized and had no power to enforce in this “god-forsaken 

and remote territory” the necessary changes, “it is imperative,” advocated the 

critic, “to create our distinctive national culture” (Penev 1924, 133; see also 

Zlatarov 1926, Gulubov 1926c, Iankov 1927, and Krustev, K. 1927).

It seems that, Penev featured the debate about the function and purpose 

of the Bulgarian intelligentsia as a key to the solution of many internal conflicts. 

He indicated the Bulgarian intellectuals’ growing belief in the need for finding 

alternatives to the authority of the political elite, hence endorsing also a new

oSmowoBewHOCT h yHHBepcajmocT Ha ayxa. TojiaMaTa HeroBa aM6Hima e aa -  aa BtpuiH 
aeaoTo Ha uhjioto HOBenecTBO. [...] Kbm okojihoto h aaJieuHOTO TOg e eanaKBO 
npHBeTJIHB, OTKpHT, OT3HBHHB, JieCHO BB36ygHM. [...] Hy5K£a My e OHaa HaaMeHHOCT, 
kojito OTjiHuaBa aHrjiHHaHH h HeMUH -  ocoSeHO b OTHomeHmrra hm kbm e/mo no-aojiHO 
CBCJIOBHe HJIH HapoaHOCT, He no CB08 BHHa H30CTaHajia Ha3aa B ayXOBHOTO CH pa3BHTHe.

[...] Ho TOBa, b Koew ce KpHe naptT Ha Toa Hapoa h HeroBaTa noesna, to e 
ayxoBHTocTra -  cneuH<f)H4HaTa (jjpeHCKa a^xobhtoct. B Hea cJ)paHuy3HHi>T Haft- 
3aBBpmeHO npoaBaBa CBoa remiH, HeyMopHaTa ch TBopnecKa <f>aHTa3Ha, CBoaTa 
6e3KpaHHa raoSpeTaTejiHOCT. TlyxoBHTOcrra npeanojiara He caMO cmrreTHHeH yM, ho h 
chbho BT>o6paaceHHe. EaBa jih me a npHTeacaBaMe HaKora. Mhoto CMe cypOBH h cypoBH 
3a Hea (Penev 1924, 139-140).
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type of power relations and collective identity (Elenkov 1998, 73; see also 

Gulubov 1927b). For instance, in his essay, Penev explicitly declared that the 

state cared little for the development of culture (1924, 132). In order to drive 

this point home, he utilized the center-periphery metaphor. In his text, it served 

as a chief rhetorical tool with multiple functions. Talking about the “quiet daily 

tragedy of the Bulgarian intelligentsia” (tikhata tragediia na bulgarskata 

inteligentsiia), stuck in the “province” where the social milieu simply stifled its 

ambitions and hardly allowed one to escape from “the rust of Bulgarian 

provincialism” (Penev 1924, 132), the critic revamped the distinction between 

the city and the village made earlier by the first modernists. By deftly exploiting 

the spatial relationship between the capital Sofia (center) and the province 

(periphery), he conveyed the catastrophic consequences of the governmental 

indifference to the problems of the intelligentsia and Bulgarian national culture. 

“It is sad that until this day, Sofia is the only cultural center we have. Every one 

wants to be here. Not so much for the culture: what kind of culture does Sofia 

have? Every one comes here not to create, but to be engrossed in the scum of 

everyday life.”47

Penev insisted that the reason behind the deteriorating state of the 

creative intelligentsia, and by extension, of Bulgarian national culture, was the 

failure “for so long to establish another cultural center [different from the 

capital], even if smaller in size.” As the critic sadly notes, “nobody cares for 

that, neither the state nor the society.”48 What essentially the patriotic 

intellectual challenged here was the integrative power of the culture promoted 

by the state, which of course, he interpreted as a popular culture -  a second-rate

47 IlenajiHOTO e, ne h no aeH-aHemeH Hue ocTaHaxMe c euHH-eanHCTBeH ueHTbp 
Ha ayxoBeH 5khbot -  C oifw fl. Bchhko ce CTeMH Tyx. He TOJTKOBa 3a KyjiTypaTa -  xaKBa e 
KyjnypaTa Ha Co<f)Hs? He 3a aa eb3uaBa, a 3a aa 6 ta e  yBJieneHO b naHaxa Ha oSuihh 
noTOK (Penev 1924, 132).

48 3 a  TOJiKOBa t o u h h h  HHe H e y c n a x M e  a a  c t 3 a a a e M e  a p y r ,  M aicap  h  n o -M ajiB K , 

a y x o B e H  u e H T b p . H h k o h  H e n o n a r a  r p n a c a  3 a  TOBa -  h h t o  jxypnta&a, h h t o  o b m ecT B O  

(Penev 1924, 132).
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standardized enterprise that had little real value (Penev 1924, 132). Thus, he 

used the center-periphery metaphor to express the modernist resistance to mass 

culture, revealing also the Bulgarian intelligentsia’s desire to overcome its 

marginality, and create a powerful center that would attract large and diverse 

populations to identify with the rich and varied national high culture (Penev 

1924, 133). In this sense, his critique also aimed at strengthening the prestige of 

Bulgarian cultural and national identity.

Penev’s discussion operated with two different notions of peripherality. 

On the one hand, he mobilized what Fernandez has aptly phrased “peripheral 

wisdom” (2000, 117-144), thus affirming within the local national-historical 

space the centrality of the high culture that the modernists labored to create. 

“The situation,” the critic wrote, “would have been very different if our youth 

was raised to follow [the principles] of an authentic cultural ideology [that 

would provide the framework for collective actions] as this is the case in 

countries that have produced a distinctive national high culture.”49 Penev 

continued by posing a crucial rhetorical question, to which he thoroughly 

responded in the second part of his discourse: “Which way should we direct our 

efforts -  to which country, to which culture?”50

Extensively analyzing the variety of influences coming from Europe and 

Russia, the intellectual concluded that the single solution was to synthesize all 

intellectual imports from the advanced European nations, in the process 

adapting and transforming these so that they befit the “national soul” (Penev 

1924, 143). He strongly emphasized that while borrowing intellectual and 

cultural goods from other European nations, Bulgarian intellectuals ought to be

49 Ci>BceM apyro 6 h  6 h j io ,  aico H an iH x e  MJiafleacH 6axa Bi>3nHTaHHHH Ha eflHa 
AOMauiHa uiKOJia, Kaicro TOBa 6m a  b  erpaHH, k o h t o  ca C h S /ra n n  no-BHCoxa HaunoHanHa, 
caMobnTHa xyjnypa (Penev 1924, 133).

50 )fe TpabBa m  h b c o h h m  ycw im ra  c h  -  k b m  xoa cipaHa, kt>m xoa xyjnypa? 
(Penev 1924, 136).
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careful to “take only significant constituents that are useful to us” (ibid.). On

this basis, Penev identified the ideal goal of such cultural exchange to be

[...] the matching of German pragmatism, diligence, and profound 
philosophical thought with the lively French style in order to tame the crude 
Bulgarian skepticism by injecting in it some of the Russian moral idealism so 
that we can conquer our dry didacticism and cultivate a freely flowing 
imagination like the Englishman, simultaneously ennobling and 
reformulating our limited individualism according to the experience of the 
open-minded and universalistic in spirit French.51

The implications of this statement are significant and I will touch upon it 

again later. Suffice it to say here that Penev communicated a set of particular 

qualities, which in his view portrayed the desired ‘civility’ of the Bulgarian 

people and eventually presented values that modem art and literature would take 

as its responsibility to describe and instill.

Penev also pointed to the need for re-establishing the frontier with 

Europe. He reified Europe as a civilizing center and a significant Other in 

relation to which Bulgarian national identity were to be defined. In principle, he 

viewed Europe as a beneficial source of cultural blueprints, nonetheless 

manifesting acute critical awareness of the many pitfalls the closeness to it 

involved. For example, while arguing the advantages of importing cultural 

‘goods’ from Germany, Penev pointed out that “the famous German 

determination” was a double-edged sword, for as the critic contended, “this 

determination sometimes turns into a blind, mechanistic force [...] [that 

bespeaks too much premeditation] resulting in a sluggish mindset: slow thought, 

slow responses, controlled impulsivity.” Similar negative comments Penev

51 [ . . . ]  na npHMupnM b  ce6e c h  HeMCxaTa npeAMeraocT, AoSpoctBecTHOcrra h  

rjibSHHaxa Ha HeMCxaTa m h c b j i  c  >x h b h h  (JjpeHcxn c t h ji , Aa npoTHBonocraBHM pycxna 
HpaBCTBeH HAeajiH3bM Ha rpy6aTa Stjirapcxa npaxTHHHoer, Aa nobeAUM cyxHa 
AOrMaTH3bM etc CBObOAHHTe (j)OpMH Ha aHrJIHHCXOTO TBOpneCTBO, Aa OCMHCJIHM H 

o6naropoAHM Hamna orpaHHueH HHAHBHAyanH3tM c mupoxaTa obmecTBeHocT h  

yHHBepcajiHHH Ayx Ha OpaHUHa (Penev 1924, 143).
52 [...] IloHaxora Bojurra hm ce npeBptma b  cjiana, Mexammecxa curia -  y Hac 

no-aecTO. MyAHa ncuxHxa: 6aBHO MHCJieHe, S b b h o  pearnpaHe, OBJiaAaHa BtTpemHa
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made for all European nations, clearly manifesting his guarded and selective
• • • oattitude to the various European influences.

In any case, what is important to stress is that Penev’s discussion shows 

that the late modernists manipulated the center-periphery relationship as a 

transparent ‘spatial code’ to communicate the felt need for cultural and social 

reforms (1924, 132). In short, the critic used this spatial code in reference “to a 

set of meanings carried by physical relationships in space, specifically by 

closeness (‘proximity’ [...]) and distance” (cf. Hodge and Kress 1988, 52), 

which the early modernists had established already. In this sense, the center- 

periphery metaphor and the meanings associated with it operated within a 

particular semantic net that provided the context for the code’s interpretation. 

Endowed with inherent ambiguity,54 Penev uses it as a key intellectual tool for 

elaborating a complicated anti-governmental critique, making also more 

apparent the need for redrawing the boundary with Europe by introducing a 

more positive image of the Bulgarian society as an equal partner in the 

international cultural exchange.

The growing confidence of Bulgarian intellectuals in the value of their 

own culture is clearly expressed by Geo Milev, who as a student in Germany 

wrote a number of letters published in the Bulgarian press under the title 

“Literatruno-khudozhestveni pisma ot Germania” (Literary-Artistic Letters 

From Germany, 1913-14). Here the patriot recorded his observations during his 

stay in Germany, noting both the positive and the negative aspects in the 

German cultural lifestyle and mentality. The same impressions, but in a more

CTpacT (Penev 1924, 137).
53 Again, Penev was not the only one who clearly saw the danger of unguarded 

adoption and thoughtless mimicking of foreign models. Similar thoughts expressed also 
Sheitanov (1923-26), Gulubov (1926c), Iliev, At. (1926a), and many other intellectuals.

54 Cf. Hodge and Kress’ statement that “closeness, on its own carries a 
contradiction. It is a strongly ambiguous sign that is only disambiguated if there are other 
reasons or sings which control interpretation” (1988, 53).
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intimate note, Milev also conveyed in letters to his father. In the correspondence

he sent from various European cities, the youth expressed both his

disappointment with the West, and his fervent patriotism. For example, in a

letter sent from Leipzig, he stated: “This is what I learned abroad. We should

stop thinking that only the West has great cultural accomplishments while our

culture is [inferior and unoriginal]. No! No! [...] We also have great works, and

great people, and great professors, and great actors, and great poets. At least, I

find the West, as represented in Germany, to be not so impressive.”55 His native

land, despite a critical attitude toward the political and social reality there,

emerges in his writings as the catalyst needed to stimulate the internalization of

everything he had learned. The changes occurring in the young Bulgarian,

concerning his growing critical awareness toward the advancements of the West

were documented in another letter to his father, sent from London on September

21, 1914. Let me cite from it here:

American pragmatism, materialism, the interest in practical aspects of life, 
technology, business, finances, and so on, should be outlawed in Europe, the 
Old civilization, where, as Nietzsche has said, people must strive to be 
humans [...] and good Europeans. [...]
As you see, the boldness of my thoughts is extreme. This means that the ideas 
raging in my mind today are not a logical consequence of my maturation, as 
you reminded me in a recent letter, but something extraordinary that only 
geniuses bear. For I am, also an ‘egotist’ but one with a greater altruism than 
all altruists in the world; I have to accept myself as I am, a unique mind that 
in the language of the masses equals genius. Yes! One, who is capable of 
rising above the mass, the mass of [Western] professors and philosophers, the 
mass that fills and continues to fill the precipices of the world!
Oh, I wish I could return to the innocent time when I craved to hear then- 
precious words [...] I listened to them and diligently copied their wisdom.
Today I say: “Bum it!!”56

55 ToBa Me HayuH nyxc6nHaTa, ue He TpadBa js&. ce mhcjih He caMO Ha 3anaa HMa 
xySaBH parioTH, a hhh CMe oiqe Ha aojihhh bacaMax. He, He! H y Hac HMa bcjihkh 
paSora, H BeJIHK Hapofl, H BeJlHKH npO(j)eCOpH, H BejlHKH aKTbOpH, H BejlHKH noera. 
noHe rpeMacKHST 3anan He e Hemo ocoSeHO (Milev, G. 1964,24).

56 AMepHKaHH3MT>T, MaTepHajiHaTa Hayxa, npaKTHHHOTO, c|)H3hhhoto, 
ManiHHapHHCTBOTO, TexHHKaTa, h np. h np. -  c e^Ha ayMa “aMepnicaHinHHaTa” -  tb
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Milev’s dramatic gesture is an expression of his ambivalent attitude 

towards Europe and is typical in a sense, for it shows the difficulty of 

outgrowing the regular for Bulgarian intellectuals naive exaltation of European 

centrality. Boldly facing his sense of inferiority, Milev consciously formed a 

more critical position, thus becoming more selective in what he accepted and 

what he found objectionable in European influences. The letter, therefore, 

reveals the intensity of the inner struggle he had to experience as a young patriot 

living abroad. It ends on a strong patriotic note, demonstrating Milev’s cultural 

optimism nurtured by his awareness of being a Bulgarian-European:

I live at 19 Gordon Street, W.C. London.

This is my room: a cupboard, a bed, a sink, a table, and on top of it, a pile of 
thick and slim volumes, over which I am bent with my thoughts and my fear 
[...] But you must not worry. You have to be cheerful, totally happy; as 
happy as I am [because] I am absolutely healthy, healthy; above my head are 
only the stars; there is a big sun on the sheet where I write: this is my fear!
But I am fearless and you should be happy... .57

TpabBa fla ce H3roHH o t  EBpona, CTapna cbht, k b ac to  xopaTa TpabBa Aa S t^aT  HOBeim h 
-  KaKTO Ka3Ba Hmjrne, [...] “aoSpH eBponeunn.”

[...] BroKflaiii, ue cM ejiocrra Ha HAeHTe mh OTHBa ao  KpaftHOCT. A TOBa 3HaMH, Me 
HACHTe, koh to  Gyuar flHec b raaBaTa mh, He ca oGhkhobcho peAOBHO caeACTBHe o t  
BB3pacTTa mh -  KaKTO mh 6e nHcan HanocjieABK b JlannuHr, - a Heipo no-Apyro o t  
o6hkhob6h o to  , Hemo KoeTO ce BtpTH caMO e eAHHHMHH rjiaBH. 3amoTO a3 -  Toace cahh  
‘eroHCT’ c MHoro no-roaaM oGaae aaTpyH3BM o t  bchmkhtc ampyHCTH, cGpaHH b cahh  
kohi, - 3aui0T0 a3 He Mora Aa raeAaM Ha ce6e ch KaTo Ha eAHHHHHa rnaBa. C e3HKa Ha 
cram a: reHHH: Aa: reHHH e bcckh, k o h to  Moace Aa ce H3AHrae cahh  npBCT HaA Ta3H 
TBJina, TbJinaTa Ha npo^ecopn  h  4)hjioco(J)h, Tbjinara, kohto e nBAHHaa h hbahh  
nponacTHTe Ha 3eMHTa.

Ax, Ae e bnaxceHOTO BpeMe, KoraTO acaAHeexMe Aa uyeM 3JiaraHTe ycTa Ha thh -  
SnarocjioBeH 6or Ham! -  Ha thh: npo^ecopn. H3CJiymax th, nncax hm AOCKopo 
jieKUHHTe; AHec oGaue: AaHTe ra3 h khSph t !! (Milev, G. 1964,255).

57 A3 HCHBen Ha: 19 Gordon street, W.C. London. TyK e MOHTa CTaa: eAHH mxacj), 
eAHO Jierao, eAHH yMHBajiHHK, eAHa Maca, Btpxy Hea uhji peA AeSejiH k h h th  h  Btpxy Hea 
Toace -  a3 c MOHTe mhcjih: c moh erpax [...]. Ho -  bhh HHMa 3amo Aa ce 6oHTe, bhh He 
CTe ajibhchh Aa ce 6oHTe. B hh MoaceTe Aa 6r>AeTe cbbcm BecejiH, tb h  BeceAH, kbkto h  a3: 
Aa, a3 cbm CBBceM 3ApaB, ctBceM 3ApaB; HaA raaBaTa mh 3Be3AH h Btpxy AHCTa, Ha 
koh to  nnma -  eAHO orpoMHO CABHue: moht cTpax! Ho a3 cbm 6e3CTpameH h  bhh TpaSBa 
Aa SBAeTe Becean ... (Milev, G. 1964, 256-257).
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On the one hand, then, while substituting the ‘city-village’ dichotomy 

that in earlier modernist conceptualizations signified Bulgarian society’s 

‘backwardness,’ the center-periphery opposition was used by Penev and other 

Bulgarian intellectuals from the 1920s to subdue some of the spatial metaphor’s 

most embarrassing implications. Through a skillful code-changing invention (cf. 

Eco 1979, 245-261), which I will refrain from exploring here, the previously 

accepted interpretations were rendered as ‘introspective stereotypes’ that could 

be manipulated as means of generating a sense of closeness and exclusivity, 

conveying at once the Bulgarian intellectuals’ superior position in relation to the 

‘people’ that were still perceived as insufficiently Europeanized. In this manner, 

the metaphor was used to emphasize the effort of Bulgarian intellectuals to 

propel the struggle for recognition of their cultural leadership rights.

On the other hand, the center-periphery metaphor was also manipulated 

with the intention to meet ends analogous to the ones pursued by the Ukrainian 

modernists: to increase the symbolical value of the national high culture and 

thus, to accelerate the process of national consolidation by transforming the 

‘people’ into a society of modem citizens. It is in this context that the center- 

periphery relationship habitually started to accommodate also an implicit or 

explicit comparison with Western Europe, which the modernists in both locales 

hesitantly construed as a ‘superior’ civilizing center and an originator of 

modernizing ‘offensives’ they both feared and loved.58

The crux of Penev’s argument was also typically modernist in the sense 

that he underscored the urgency of political acculturation whereby the

58 Interesting thoughts shared with his audience Atanas Iliev, who in 1926 wrote: 
“The representatives o f West European culture are no longer accepted as the supreme 
authority, whose opinions we have to repeat. No! Western European culture ought to be 
experienced as our own; it should be modified, recreated and further elaborated by us” 
(ITpeacTaBHTejmTe Ha 3anaaHoeBponeHCKaTa icyjnypa He ca Bene a6cojnoTHH 
aBTopHTeTH, h h h t o  MHeHHH Tpa6Ba caMo fla ce noBTapaT. He! 3anaaHoeBponeHCKaTa 
xyjnypa T p a S B a  a a Gtfle ro acH B aH a  KaTO Hama cobcTBeHa; t h  r p a 6 B a  j\a  ce 
npHcnoco6aBa, n p o /jB J ia c aB a  h  flOTBopaBa o t  caMHre Hac [1926a, 104; page citations 
refer to the reprint in Vasilev 1995, 103-106]).
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intelligentsia internalized the ideals of West European liberal individualism and 

democracy, advocating the creation of a culturally advanced civil society which 

recognized the priority of the collective without restricting and violating 

individuals’ sacrosanct rights. Thus, the critic suggested that Bulgarian 

intellectuals would benefit from sharpening their social instincts to resemble 

French intellectuals, championing respectively a more engaged and active 

participation in the country’s political and social life.

He clearly stated that the intellectuals had to learn to criticize the ruling 

administration and pursue their own ideals, becoming therefore the spiritual 

(cultural) leadership of the nation in opposition to the current political elite. 

“Presently, we need those individuals who are mentally and spiritually strong and 

resilient -  self-confident, yet aware of others’ needs, knowing who they are and 

who they should be -  to develop a critical attitude towards our reality, a critical 

attitude that is not passive but active.”59 Partly, this cultivated criticism fed on the 

intelligentsia’s knowledge of how to interpret and modify imported foreign ideas 

and models so that these would naturally enter national life, thereby achieving an 

“ideal blending of foreign and native.” Professor Penev and many of his 

contemporaries saw this principle as a promise for the success of the 

modernization project (1924, 143). For example, Atanas Iliev referred to this 

principle as “the organic bond between foreign and native” (organicheska vruzka 

mezhdu rodnoto i chuzhdoto; 1926a, 103). The artist thus declared: “[...] We have 

to reach the foreign through a profound understanding of the Bulgarian. Then, we 

could create something original and new, which is the offspring of the Bulgarian 

soul. Then, we could claim our contribution to the global cultural progress.”60

59 Tbh ue, flHec 3a aHec, oeraBaT aa  pi>KOBoa»T ayxoBHOTO paBHTue no-cwiHHTe, 
no-ycTOHHHBHTe xapaKTepu -  t h h  k o h t o  h m b t  ci>3HaHne h  3a cede c h ,  h  3a apyrirre  h  
3Ha«T KaKBO ca h  KaKBO Tpa6Ba aa  6r>aaT -  h  ce oraacaT k p h t h h h o  k b m  6i>JirapcKaTa 
aencTBHTejiHocT -  oTHacaT ce npn TOBa He c nacHBHa, a c aKTHBHa KpHTHKa (Penev 
1924, 132).

60 [■••] uyacaoTO xpadBa aa  ce nocTHrHe no m>Ta Ha eaHO Bar>Ji6oHaBaHe b 

poaHOTo. CaMO ToraBa S h x m c  m o t j i h  a a  aaaeM Hemo h o b o ,  k o c t o  e posc6a Ha
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Penev’s response to the question he posed is also typically modernist 

because he treated the closeness to Europe with a sound dose of skepticism and at 

times, even cynicism. This allowed him to present his cultural program as 

‘objective’ while at the same time unfailing in his promotion of the Bulgarian 

West European oriented intelligentsia’s specific interests. As a result, in spite of 

the anxiety caused by the perception of European centrality and Bulgarian 

peripherality, the cultural agenda he and alike-minded intellectuals pursued set 

standards of national identification in opposition to official formulations, by 

endorsing a type of collective identity that clearly sustained its link with 

Slaveikov’s and Dr. Krustev’s individualistic nationalism. Accordingly, the 

maintenance of the ambivalent relationship with Europe was important for the late 

modernists since it allowed them to articulate successfully a competing definition 

of the nation. The essence of this new definition Konstantin Gulubov had aptly 

put as exchange with West European culture that leads to a revised notion of 

‘native culture’ and the purging from it of all self-colonizing overtones in an 

attempt to create an extremely positive image of Bulgarian-ness (1926c, 84).61

Anthony Smith (1998) has explained the significance of this act. He, in 

agreement with John Hutchinson, argues that cultural nationalism develops in a 

peculiar relation to political nationalism, gaining power from the latter’s

StJirapcKHa #yx; caM O  ToraBa 6nxMe Moran aa. BHeceM CBoeTO b  o6m na KyjrrypeH 
nporpec (IlievAt., 1926a, 103).

61 Cf. also Atanas Iliev’s statement that Bulgarian art up to this point had 
managed to present a superficial expression o f Bulgarian reality, thus failing to convey 
“the sacred depths o f the national soul [psyche]” (s iikroven ite  d u lb in i na  bulgarskata  
dusha; 1926a, 103). In addition, the influences coming from Western Europe had 
“touched the soul o f the Bulgarian intellectual” too sketchily, without causing a profound 
change. “The reason for this,” argued the critic, “is the superficial attitude toward the 
local historical conditions where the foreign can be absorbed only by people, who have a 
complete understanding o f  their native ‘se lf  ” (KyjrrypHjrre b j ih h h h s t  o t  3ana^Ha 
E B pon a [...] A o cera  c a  o6ju>XBajiH StJirapcKHa T Bopeu, 6e3 a  a npoHHKHar b  fltJi6oHHHaTa 
Ha aym aT a My. IIpHHHHaTa 3a TOBa TpaSBa aa 6tfle flnpeHa n a x  b  n oB tp xH ocraoT O  
OTHacaHe kt>m SBJirapcxaT a /jeHCTBHTejiHOCT. 3amoTO uyxcflOTO MO>xe aa S v j e  
onoJi30TBopeHO caMO o t  o h 3 h ,  k o h t o  npe,zm b c h h k o  no3HaBa ce6e c h  [Iliev, At. 1926a, 
103]).
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perceived or real failures, always aiming at remedying the resulting mishaps in a 

quest for achieving further integration of the community in crisis by propagating a 

wide-ranged cultural program that seeks its moral rebirth (Smith 1998, 177). Both 

contemporary theorists underscore that for cultural nationalists “the state is 

accidental” since they recognize the essence of the nation to be “its distinctive 

civilization, [...] seen as the product of a unique history, culture, and geographical 

profile” (Hutchinson, qt. in Smith 1998, 177). Consequently, cultural nationalists 

start conceptualizing the nation as “a primordial expression of the individuality 

and the creative force of nature. Like families, nations [in their view] are natural 

solidarities, evolving in the manner of organic beings and living personalities. 

Hence, the aim of cultural nationalism is always integrative: it is a movement of 

moral regeneration which seeks to re-unite the different aspects of the nation [...] 

by returning to the creative life-principle of the nation” (Smith 1998, 178).

Since tensions between the competing definitions of the nation are usually 

resolved “by trial and error during interaction with other communities” (Smith 

1998, 178), the reiterated ambivalent relationship with Europe was important for 

the Bulgarian modernists because it assisted them in promoting and 

institutionalizing their version of national identity in distinction from the rest of 

competing definitions. Thus, the late modernists while following in the steps of 

their forerunners, operated with a slightly modified definition of Bulgarianness 

that supported their revision of the concept of nation. In fact, due to the changes 

brought about by the processes of state construction, the modernist definition of 

nation acquired specific characteristics: the nation became reinvented time and 

again as new artistic trends articulated their claims for superiority and cultural 

leadership. The principle point I want to make here is that modernist national 

ideology was formulated in double resistance to the centralizing efforts of the 

state and the influence of the realist-populist-proletarian coalition to foster the 

spread of mass culture based on the invented ‘folk’ or ‘traditional Bulgarian 

culture’ (Mutafov 1927, Gulubov 1926c, 1927d). In this sense, Bulgarian
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modernism was a profoundly ideological movement, becoming a form of political 

reaction to the unresolved national issue and the perceived governmental 

incapacity to tackle the creation of a national high culture. According to Iordanov, 

at the heart of Bulgarian modernism lay a subversive social ideology, similar to 

the socialist and communist doctrine, which inspired many Bulgarian intellectuals 

in the early 20th century to look for alternative social-political ideals. It clearly 

expressed displeasure with the state social-political solutions and disapproval of 

the forms in which modem Bulgarian society had established itself (Iordanov 

1993,41).

As the cleavage between the mling political elite and the artistic 

intelligentsia deepened, and the attempts of the state to control the activities of the 

intellectuals increased,62 the struggle of the intellectual elite to gain political and
( \ X  • • •social rights became more explicit. The conflict with the state administration 

reached its first high point in 1906, when the autonomy of the University was 

suspended and the leading Bulgarian institution of higher learning was closed for 

a period of six months (Manafova 1987, 39-42). Subsequent clashes between the 

artistic intelligentsia and the state authorities became even graver, especially after 

the June 1923 coup d ’etat,64 and involved illegal arrests, direct and violent

62 The Democratic Party government (1908 -  1911) voted a new Educational Act 
in 1908, which replaced the old one from 1894. It aimed at enforcing further 
administrative centralization of both public education and public culture. This act 
determined the supreme supervisory prerogatives of the Ministry of Education as the only 
legal agency to implement the state educational and cultural policies (cf. Manafova 1987, 
45).

63 Cf. the series of articles published by Prof. Liubomir Miletich in the newspaper 
Den (Day) between March 1911 and January 1912, in which he urged for the revision of 
the 1909 University Act, stressing the necessity to include a special clause guaranteeing 
the electoral rights of University professors that would allow them to become members of 
the parliament (qt. in Amaudov 1939, 327-328).

64 This event ended the rule of the Agrarian Party and the economic and social 
reforms attempted by its leader, Aleksandur Stamboliiski, who aimed at improving the 
conditions of the Bulgarian peasantry, instituting the peasants as the most significant 
social group in the state. The June 1923 coup d ’etat was followed by another violent act, 
the September 1923 uprising, in which long-lasting tensions and disagreements with the
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political abuse, harassment and dire executions of intellectuals. Here I will point 

to Geo Milev’s death. The renowned Bulgarian expressionist was brutally 

murdered in 1925 after he published the long-narrative poem Septemvri 

(September), an outstanding expressionist rendering of the September 1923 

uprising. His body was found years later in a mass grave near the Ilientsi rail 

station in Sofia.

Under these conditions, Bulgarian modernists voiced their ambitions to 

transform the Bulgarian people into socially active, independently thinking, self- 

confident and exceptionally upright citizens, who cherished individual autonomy 

and human rights as a supreme moral law. The promotion of West European 

culture therefore became a tool for the institutionalization and propaganda of 

ideals that stimulated civil responsibility and high personal ethics. Recognizing 

the importance of high culture as a means to instill the new social values, the 

modernists campaigned for its development because in their view it was the 

“creative life-principle” (cf. Smith 1998, 178) that at this particular historical 

moment could unite and save the nation (Sheitanov 1925,266-69).

For example, Geo Milev made more explicit the connection of high 

culture and prosperous nation. In his article “Bulgarskiat narod dries” (Bulgarian 

People Today, 1921c),65 he suggested that the current misfortunate state of the 

Bulgarian nation was a result of the failure to “[...] start the free life (which 

requires cultural initiative and creativity) with an organized life energy.” “This is 

why those who were chosen to lead the people, taking the responsibility for the 

nation’s historical fate, had the supreme duty to organize the people’s vital energy 

and transform it into creativity [i.e. “the creative life-principle” of which Smith 

talks].”66 The leading expressionist poet then identified the principle of “labor and

official line of Bulgarian political nationalism surfaced, further deepening the 
intellectuals’ conviction of the divide between the nation and the state.

65 Page citations refer to the reprint in Milev, G. 1971,48-51.
66 [ . . . ]  H n e  3 an o H H ax M e c B o a  C B oS ofleH  jk h b o t  ( k o h t o  H3HCKBa o t  H a c  K y m y p H O  

T B o p n ec T B o ) 6 e 3  o p r a m c H p a H a  >KH3HeHa eHeprna. 3aT O B a o S a n e  o h h h  H 36p aH H  CHHOBe
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honesty” (trud i chestnost) as the unifying factor in Bulgarian national life, a

principle that would bring together the collective powers and ensure the desired

“spiritual renascence” of the Bulgarian people. This was, according to Milev, ’’the

single, most viable social-cultural principle to integrate the nation” because “the

Bulgarian nation [narod] is constituted primarily of hard-laboring individuals in

the villages and cities.”67 His appeal to the intelligentsia and the Bulgarian people

was “to cultivate a leadership that will organize the urban and the peasant

population [on a communitarian basis], endorsing the principle of labor -  “the

principle of honest cultural work” (Milev, G. 1971, 50).

With this principle a new party would grow in the bosom of the nation, a 
party that would encompass the entire population and will burry all past and 
present parties, pernicious and destructive to the nation; the true patriots -  the 
people’s ingenious offspring -  ought to come forth -  they are the new and 
honest people [...] who, under the spiritual patronage of [earlier generations 
of patriotic intellectuals] [...] will allow the Bulgarian nation to realize its full 
creative potential and in the course of fulfilling its cultural mission to produce 
all that would ensure not simply the Bulgarian people’s well being but also 
their cultural advancement. However, the condition to achieve this goal is 
one: to purify Bulgarian national life. Then, it would be possible for the 
Bulgarian people to see the limitless horizons of culture and cultural 
creativity in the future [.. ,].68

H a H apo,zja, k o h t o  n o e M a x a  b p t p e T e  c h  h  B t p x y  c B B e c r r a  c h  cb flS n H H T e  H a p o /m n ,  

H M axa e/jH H  B tp x o B e H  A t n r :  A a  o p ra H H 3 H p a r  5KH3HeHaTa e H e p r n a  H a H a p o a a ,  A a  a 
o p ra H H 3 n p a T  b T B opuecT B O  ( M i l e v ,  G . 1 9 7 1 ,  4 8 - 4 9 ) .

67 E a h h  e  h 3 x o a t> t :  oOedumeme Ha Hapodnume cunu. A TOBa o b e aH H S B a H e  m e  

c e  H3Bi>pmH caM O  no# 3 H a x a  H a  e^H H  J io 3 y H r: mpyd u necniHOcm [...] 3amoTO t o h  -  
bB JirapcK H H T  H a p o f l  c e  -  c b c t o h  n p e A H  b c h h k o  o t  x o p a  H a x p y a a  ( b  c e n a T a  h  r p a ^ o B e T e ) .  

( 1 9 7 1 ,  5 0 - 5 1 ;  M i l e v ’s  e m p h a s i s ) .

68 C T03H npHHimn TpabBa Aa ce poAH H3 HeApaTa Ha Hapozja eflHa HOBa ‘napTHa’ 
-  roJiaMa k o j i k o t o  pejina HapoA, - k o h t o  Aa c a o h c h  rpobHa ruiona HaA b c h h k h  

AoceramHH h  ceramHH napTHH, h h h t o  a c h h o c t  e Snjia caMO 3JioTBopHa h  narybHa 3a 
Hapojja; TpabBa Aa H3na3ar HaneJio h c t h h c k h t c  c h h o b c  Ha HapoAa -  h o b h  h  necraH 
xopa, - a He omia be3 MOpan, k o h t o  ca ynpaBJiaBajin a o  Auec EtJirapna. E^Ha HOBa 
napTHfl -  uejiHHT Hap on -  Ha k o h t o  h b b h a h m h  nyxoBHH mecjjoBe ca cemcHTe Ha 
PaKOBCKH, EOTeB, JleBCKH H BCHHKH OHHH HeCTHH obpa3H OT MHH3JIOTO, KOHTO Ce 
acepTByBaxa 3a B't3pa»maHeTO Ha buirapcKHa HapoA. [...] H caMO TaKa -  caMO Tora3 
bBJirapcKHaT HapoA me Moace Aa pa3rr.pHe b  ntneH obeM CBoaTa acH3HeHa eHeprna h  b  

ni>Ta Ha cBoeTo KyxrypHo npH3BaHHe Aa ci>3AaAe OHOBa, k o c t o  me birne nneAecTaji He 
caMO Ha HeroBOTO bnaroAeHCTBHe, h o  h  Ha h c t o b o t o  KymypHO BT>3BeJiHHaBaHe. Obane
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It seems, that Milev viewed modem literature as the most representative 

institution to express the essence of the nation. In his article, “Modernata Poezia” 

(Modem Poetry, 1914)69 the expressionist reaffirmed the relationship between 

high culture and nationality by recognizing that modem literature aspired to 

discover the eternal in the national soul. Defining as the most notable feature of 

the “modem soul” its quest for the Absolute, Milev proposed that the new 

aesthetics was bom from the longing of “the modem soul” to achieve its “oneness 

with the undying Cosmos,” thus clearly indicating that art “is not created for the 

people, but for the soul” (1914, 316). In that, modem art, in his view, followed the 

truest vocation of aesthetic creativity, which was to “reflect the verve, feelings, 

and thoughts of Eternity” (Milev, G. 1914, 316). In short, what he campaigned for 

was the experience of the nation as an abstract entity that although limited to a 

certain territory, was not defined by actual geographic or ethnographic, even 

cultural-historic elements, for these still warranted its concrete corporal 

experience as a “distinctive cultural habitus, material existence, and a colorful 

lifestyle” (Vasilev 1995, 14). In his view, nationality was an immaterial substance 

(dukh, dusha) that one always carried within. In this sense, Vasilev is right, when 

he points out that for the late Bulgarian modernists it was more important to assert 

the nation as a form of ‘expression’ (ekspresia) rather than a concrete 

representation {izobrazhenie\ 1995, 15). On these grounds, the late Bulgarian 

modernists claimed their distinctiveness from previous generations, who in their 

view still imagined the nation as a concrete, physically extant community, rather 

than a spiritual principle that unified one with the world. Again, evaluating the 

nationalism of earlier modernists as inadequate, the artistic intelligentsia of the 

mid-1910s and the 1920s offered a number of revisions that at once modified and

eAHO e Hy>KHO npeAH bchhko: npeHHCTBaHe Ha StJirapcKHa jkhbot. CaMO Tora3 npea 
6i.JirapcKHB HapoA me ce paaTBopaT Kpi>ro30pHTe Ha KyjiTypa h KymypHO TBopnecTBO b 
6i>AemeTO [...] (Milev, G. 1971, 51).

69 Page citations refer to the reprint in Uiev 1992, 308-316.
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preserved the intellectual legacy of their immediate forerunners (Kazandzhiev 

1921, Milev, G. 1921a and 1921b).

By giving prominence to Bulgarian culture, as opposed to the prominence 

given to the state in the official political discourses (Elenkov 1998, 22-28), the 

Bulgarian modernists aimed at establishing national high culture as the most 

important element of the Bulgarian collective identity. From this position, the late 

modernists modified the elitist conception of the nation formulated by their 

predecessors still explicitly accentuating the infringed acknowledgement and 

absolute guarantee of individual rights and freedoms. In their discourses, the 

national culture emerged as the most important institution of signification to 

represent the nation, wherein the conflict between the individual and society is 

resolved and a new form of bonding is achieved that allows for the individual to 

harmonize her will with the collective willpower. In my view, this was a 

necessary strategy of distinction for they also pursued the recognition of their 

rights to participate in the decision-making process concerning the political 

destiny of the Bulgarian nation.

In contrast to earlier modernists, who explicitly stated that poets should 

not partake in politics, the late modernists operated in conditions, which in their 

view required the artists’ active participation as honest and responsible citizens in 

the political doings of the state. For example, Geo Milev urged his fellow writers 

to react to the political acts of the Democratic Alliance government, which 

attempted to turn Bulgaria onto a more conservative-rightist path. Milev was 

particularly concerned with the ‘white-collar terrorism’ of Aleksandur Tsankov, 

then a prime minister of the country. During his rule (1923-1931), the ‘bloody 

professor,’ as Tsankov was infamously nicknamed (cf. Detrez 1997, 321) killed 

thousands of Bulgarian intellectuals without pressing charges, or conducting 

trials. The article “7 svet vo tme svetitsia...” (And the Light Shines Even Through
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Darkness, 1924)70 voiced Milev’s daring thoughts. Here he wrote: “We, the

intelligentsia -  cannot and must not show indifference toward the suffering of our

people [...] not because of an ordinary compassion, but above all because of our

regard for the well being of the nation. The blood shed from the people’s hearts

falls as a fiery dew upon our hearts.”71 Reacting with disgust to Tsankov’s

dictatorial regime, the artist declared that it was the intellectuals’ responsibility to

guard against violations of the nation’s “natural cultural development,” since

intellectuals were the social agency to oppose and withstand any efforts to the

contrary (Milev, G. 1971, 185). Perhaps, this is why the issue about the

relationship of the Intelligentsia with the ‘people’ became extremely important

during the wars (1912-1913; 1915-1918) and subsequently, when Bulgarian

intellectuals reified the elitist conception of the nation, formulated by Pencho

Slaveikov, at once rendering its alteration and adjustment.

The late modernists affirmed nationality as a subjectively experienced

distinct ethical relation between the members of the Bulgarian society that was

based on the recognition of one’s “full humanity, interdependence with the other,

and desire to make common cause with the other.”72 For example, in 1923, Geo

Milev stated that:

Today, there is nothing but Nation and Individual. An Individual in the face 
of the Nation. An Individual Amidst the Nation.
The poet is granted his true vocation: to be first and foremost a Human. A 
Human amidst the People.

70 Page citations refer to the reprint in Milev, G. 1971, 183-88.
71 Hhh -  HHTejiHremjHHTa -  He MoxceM (He TpaSBa) m  ocTaHeM 6e3npHCTpacTHH 

ki.m OHOBa, KoeTO npeacHBH Hapo^tT npe3 ceirreMBpH; He caMO ot npocTa kobchhoct, ho 
npeflH bchhko -  ot peBHOCT kt>m nejioTo Ha HapoAa. nponaHaTa ot ctpueTO Ha Hapoaa 
xptB na^a Kara oraeHa poca b HaniHTe ctpua (Milev, G. 1971, 184).

72 Adam McClellan has argued that the presence of these three elements is 
important in defining ‘civility’ as a term. He points to the fact that civility is exclusive in 
that it is tied to the notion of civil society adopted in a particular locality, thus 
acknowledging the relative character of the term’s meaning, which is always constructed 
according to local perceptions, rules and cultural norms governing individual and 
collective behavior (cf. 2000, 81-82).
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We cannot remain insensitive witnesses to the People’s tragedy -  lost in our 
fantasies, drowned in our small feelings. Because above us, and everything 
ours is: The People, The Mass: inert and anonymous, yet infinite and 
timeless, which gives birth to all of us.73

His interpretation of the notion of individual, elaborated extensively in a 

number of articles, made plain that in Milev’s view the notion functions as a 

spiritual category, tightly associated with the Absolute; each human being for the 

Bulgarian expressionist is in fact the embodiment of the Absolute, i.e., the eternal 

creative life-energy that runs through the history of human civilization (192If, 

174).74 As illustrated above, the nation in his view was a primary element 

(stihiia), a mass of people -  “inert and anonymous, yet infinite and timeless.” It 

was above and beyond the singular individual, but also evaded definition in terms 

of the state:

[There is nothing else] but a Nation and a Human. In the midst of horrible 
political tribulations, when State and Power interfere with an alien hand.
But we know: Superior to both is the Nation. The holy People.
We choose to stay with the People: next to the People, amidst the People.
Because we are not tempted by the charity of the state; because our feelings 
guide us away from careerism; because our conscience cries against the 
present-day parvenu, who is appointed as a director or manager of some 
committee on the advancement of national culture; because we see a criminal 
in everyone who is not with the People, for we consider it a felony to 
compromise the position of the Individual amidst the People; therefore, we 
will stay with the People.75

73 )fHec HMa caMO HapoA h Hobck. HoBeicbT npeA JiuqeTO Ha Hapo/ja. Hobckbt 
nocpeA HapoAa.

noeTBT AofiHBa hcthhckoto ch npH3BaHHe: Aa 6i>Ae npeAH bchhko h caMO - 
HoBex. HoBeK nocpeA HapoAa.

Hue He MoaceM Aa ocTaHeM rjiyxH 3pHTejiH npeA HapoAHaTa TpareAua -  yHeceHH 
b HauiHTe He3eMHH 6jiaHOBe, noToneHH b HauiHTe ApeSroi nyBCTBa. 3amoTO HaA Hac h 
bchhko Hanie ctoh: HapoAtT, MacaTa -  HHTepTHa h 6e3HMeHHa, ho 6e3At>HHa h 
6e3CMT>pTHa, - kohto paacAa bchhkh Hac (Milev, G. 1971, 183-184).

74 Page citations refer to the reprint in Milev, G. 1971, 174-177.
75 HapoA h HoBeK. nocpeA  eipaniHHTe nepnneTHH Ha nojiHTHKaTa, AeTO ce  

HaMecBa nyacAaTa pwca Ha Bjiacrra, Ha TftpacaBaTa.

Ho hhh 3H aeM , HaA Bjiacrra h fltpMcaBaTa ctoh HapoAtT. CBemeHHHT HapoA-
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What Milev’s emotionally charged discourse demonstrates is that this time 

the dichotomy (Intelligentsia vs. ‘People;’ individual vs. society) began to 

indicate the questioning of the “complete dissonance between the nationalistic and 

individualistic aspirations” in an attempt to bridge the gap, and achieve the 

effective synthesis of collective and personal, modem and traditional (Elenkov 

1998, 71-72). I also detect a similar intention in Spiridon Kazandzhiev’s 

definition of the ‘people’ (nation). Interpreting Slaveikov’s epic work Kurvava 

pesen, the critic in 1921 constmed the ‘people’ as a “darkness, chaos, 

incomprehensible mystery” {narodut e mrak, khaos, niakakva nepostizhima taina) 

that “silently transforms itself in order to bare [its creative power]” and will to act 

(Kazandzhiev 1921, 485). The initiator, who stirred up the ‘people’ -  this 

mysterious but powerful life-force, was always a gifted individual, a leader, who 

was capable of “taking into his own hands the will of the masses -  their fiery 

passion, irrational in its drives and unscrupulous in its means, which rules over 

life, inflamed by its own creativity.”76 “Bom from the people,” the Leader will 

transform the ‘people’ into a relentless creative influence that would ensure the 

“[passage of each individual] from the bloody sea of transient earthly suffering 

into the transcendental realm” of beauty, harmony and love (za da mine 

kurvavoto, chervenoto more na zemnite vremenni bedi i da spre otvud;

Hhh me ocTaHeM TaM, n em  e HapoAm: npn Hapona, cpen Hapoaa. noHence He 
hh ci>6jia3HHBaT MHjiocTHTe Ha ni>p>KaBaTa; noHence nyBCTBOTO hh boah He b n'bramaTa 
Ha KapnepH3Ma; noHence cbB ecrra hh BHKa npoTHB ohhs napBemoTa Ha AeHa, kohto 
nojiynaBaT MecTa Ha nnpeKTop h HanajiHHUH hjth ceflajinma b komhchh 3a HaebpneHHe 
Ha poahoto H3KycTBo; no Hence npennyBCTByBaMe npecTbnHHK y  bcckh, kohto He e npn 
Hapona; no Hence npeanyBCTByBaMe npecmnjieHHe bt>b bcckh KOMnpoMHc Mencny 
OTnejiHaTa jihhhoct h Hapona -  3aTOBa: me ocTaHeM TaM, acto e HapontT (Milev, G. 
1971, 184).

76 [...] h mt>jikom ce BtpinH b Hero TOBa, KoeTO H3JiH3a omocjie HaaBe. [...] 3a 
noABHr OTpeneH, toh me B3eMe b CBoa BJiacT HapoAHaTa Bona -  OHaa byiiHa CTpacT, 
CTHXHHHa b nopHBH h 6e3orjieAHa b cpeACTBa, kobto mecTByBa noSeAHO b ncHBOTa -  He 
b Hea ruiaMBK Ha TBopnecTBO ropn. Ot Hero ebTBopeH -  toh Hero Aa TBopn!!!... 
(Kazandzhiev 1921, 485).
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Kazandzhiev 1921, 485).77 Thus, Kazandzhiev declared that the highest duty of 

the ‘people’ was to “nurture” the exceptional individual, who would become their 

leader, embodying in herself their “love and power -  the hidden essence of their 

soul” (liubovta i voliata — na skritiia zhrets v dushata na naroda\ Kazandzhiev 

1921, 485). In this sense, although he reified the superiority of the individual over 

the masses, Kazandzhiev, unlike Slaveikov and the early modernists, did not 

necessarily see this situation as antagonistic. Apparent, in my view, is his effort to 

underline the unison of will and power that makes them act as one, thus 

highlighting the empathy and mutuality of their relation.

The new understanding of the growing bond between the intelligentsia 

and the people was also clearly expressed by Konstantin Gulubov, who in 1926 

wrote in his essay “Aa Velika Sriada” (On Easter Wednesday) the following: “We 

all are the offspring of ploughmen and diggers -  [sons] of mourning mothers. But 

we all live with the longing for the sun: with an extraordinary determination to 

surpass our cultural level, to become the next stage in the development of 

Bulgarian people. Our present generation is an indication of a future that no 

[European nation] has envisioned and cannot envision [for the Bulgarian people]”
78(1926b). Although this may seem as communist rhetoric, the intellectual

77 C f. a ls o  A s e n  Z la ta r o v ’s in terp reta tion  o f  th e  p r in c ip le s  o n  w h ic h  th e  c iv i l iz e d  
B u lg a r ia n  s o c ie ty  sh o u ld  rest. In h is  a r tic le , “Kulturnostta v  sluzhba na rodinata” 
(C u ltu red -n ess  in  th e  N a m e  o f  M o th er la n d , 1926), th e  fa m o u s B u lg a r ia n  in te lle c tu a l  
d is c u sse d  th e  id e a l o f  an  a u to n o m o u s  p e r so n , s ta tin g  th e  fo l lo w in g :  “T h e  id e a l o f  an  
a u to n o m o u s  p erso n  d o e s  n o t im p ly  th e  m e c h a n ic a l in tegra tion  o f  th e  n a tio n s  in  a  g lo b a l  
h u m a n ity , n e ith er  d o e s  it  m ea n  th e  su b o rd in a tio n  o f  a ll p e o p le  u n d er  th e  m en to rsh ip  o f  
th e  m o s t  c u ltu ra lly  a d v a n ced  n a t io n [s ] , but harmonization o f different types o f societies in 
the common concert o f aspirations toward Beauty, Peace, and Goodness’’ (H peajrbT Ha 
CBoSoflHHa HOBex He e  MexaroiHHOTO H3TpHBaHe Ha ruieM eHara b epHO BceMHpHO 
HOBenecTBO, hhto no/jHHHeHHeTO Ha bchhkh ocTaH ann n o p  o n exaT a  p o p n  H Ha Hafi- 
HanpeflHanHH b KyjrrypaTa H apop, a  xapMOHH3yBaHe Ha OTpejiHHTe bhpobc Ha 
HOBenecTBOTO b oSiphs KOHpepT Ha poM oraaH e kt>m KpacoTa, Mup h poS pyB aH e). F rom  
th is  p o s it io n , h e  d ec la re d , “E u r o p e a n iz a tio n  [cu ltu red -n ess , kultumost] w i l l  r e scu e  
B u lg a r ia n n e ss” (1926, 94; p a g e  c ita t io n s  re fer  to  th e  reprint in  V a s i le v  1995, 93-96; 
ita lic s  m in e ).

78 Bchhkh HHe CMe chhobc Ha opauH h xonaun -  mphkh c nepHH 3a6papxH. Ana
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opposed the political principles of the Bulgarian communist party, and distanced 

himself from its ultra-leftist program for cultural and social innovation. He 

espoused a more moderate leftist position, associating with the political ideas of 

social-democratism and liberalism.

Gulubov’s “longing for the sun” is what Geo Milev earlier had identified 

as the most important characteristic of the “modern soul.” In Milev’s view the 

quest for the Absolute was also the most important aspect of one’s identity as it 

signaled the emergence of the modem ‘self (Milev, G. 1914, 312-13). It seems 

that the semantic overlap in the formulations of the two Bulgarian intellectuals 

indicates a common tendency to identify the pursuit of cultural advancement and 

cultivation of a taste for the modem, anti-realist and anti-traditionalist art, as an 

essential manifestation of ‘cultured-ness’ (kulturnost). In the interpretation of 

Bulgarian modernist intelligentsia, this notion primarily meant a capacity to 

acknowledge and enjoy the freedom of creative expression and the virtues of 

pluralism (Milev, G. 192Id).79

Gulubov’s and Milev’s cultural optimism and certitude spring from their 

conviction that the Bulgarian intelligentsia was capable of creating an original 

Bulgarian culture that would make the nation an equal and respected partner in 

the international cultural exchange. As Gulubov insisted, the Bulgarian 

modernists’ self-confidence was fuelled by their belief that the Bulgarian people 

can be both “Bulgarians and Europeans” (1926b, 59). Although, the ‘People,’ as

b c h h k h  HHe HCHBeeM c KonHe>Ka no cjiBHue: c M o rb in a T a  b o j ib  m  Ha^xBtpjiHM c b o h  

ayxoBeH ptcT, m  6i>,zjeM c k o k  b  pa3BHTHeTO Ha 6uirapcKOTO nneMe, h  flHeinHOTO 
noKOJieHne e noKa3aneu Ha e^HO Graeme, KaKBOTO h h k o h  o t  npoxo/wmHTe b  excnpeca 
He e nofl03Hpaji n He nofloanpa (Page citations refer to the reprint in Vasilev 1995, 56- 
57).

79 Cf. Milev’s article, entitled “ Vuzvanie kum bulgarskiia pisateF (An Appeal to 
the Bulgarian Writer, 1921; reprinted in Milev, G. 1971, 59-61). In this text, the 
modernist urged his fellow writers “whoever they are, wherever they are” to express the 
constant rebellion of the self against all limitations, celebrating the quest of the individual 
to discover and absorb the “spirit \dukh] of Humanity.” In his view, art was bom from the 
aspirations to attain the quintessence of humanity: “the Spirit: the Superior Spirit, the
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another intellectual admitted, were still “a dark and inert mass of peasants that 

come into the focus of the [Bulgarian political elite] only on a market day and 

before election,”80 the late Bulgarian modernists claimed now their closeness to 

the people and introduced a divide between the people and the state in order to 

substantiate their vision of the nation. Essentially, they viewed it as alienated from 

the state (Milev, G. 1971, 183-189). Thus, it helped them to pinpoint the 

incongruity of cultural and political principles, which in their view was 

detrimental to the process of Bulgarian self-definition. As a result, they urged for 

the further democratization of Bulgarian society by means of expanding its 

civility and ‘cultured-ness’ (kulturnost). The concept of necessary 

Europeanization they championed became a nebulous notion that signified the 

variety of social and social-political changes pursued by the progressive Bulgarian 

intelligentsia at that moment.

Indeed, the intention to overcome the crisis caused by the political 

decisions of the state stimulated the process of modernist social engineering the 

purpose of which was to legitimize West European liberal individualism, its value 

system and norms of cultured behavior (Gulubov 1927b, 60-62). The mission, as 

the Bulgarian modernists saw it, was to accomplish the ‘civilizing’ of Bulgarian 

society. This meant that the Bulgarians had to be turned into Europeans, since the 

majority of the country’s population was perceived as too ‘unrefined’ and too 

‘old-fashioned’ to be ready to join the European community. In this sense, 

Professor Penev was not alone in identifying “the insufficient ‘cultured-ness’ 

[,kulturnost] if  not total lack of ‘cultured-ness’ [nekulturnost] of the Bulgarian 

people” as “the most obvious hindrance to the prosperity and success of the 

Bulgarian society” (Penev 1924, 131).

Sacred Spirit that generates the need for Beauty and Art” (Milev, G. 1971, 61).
80 E-bJizapcKunm napod ch ocTaBa e^Ha TbMHa h HHTepTHa cejicica Maca, o t  

k o h t o  [...] ce HHTepecyBaT caMO b  na3apeH fleH n  npe^H H36opHTe (Author’s ita lics ; 
Krustev, K. 1926, 135)
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The concept of kulturnost is an interesting topic for discussion, for it 

emerges as the focal point of all modernist efforts to create a high national culture 

that could sustain the implementation of West European democracy as “a strategy 

for the shared characteristics of human nature” and a means “for finding 

agreement in underlying commonalities” (cf. Hoover 1997, 47). Professor 

Zlatarov, for example, proposed that “the route Bulgarian people should take” in 

order to become a nation of “Europeanized Bulgarians” was “to adopt all that the 

West is better at” (1926, 96). This would generate a sense of equality that could 

“nurture rather than destroy the Bulgarian soul” because such ‘borrowing’ 

“strengthens one’s patriotic passion” as the individual assimilates the “spiritual 

food of the West” consequently fostering “a sense of humanity that can sponsor 

forms of social progress” (Zlatarov 1926, 96; cf. Hoover 1997, 48).

Analyzed in strictly political terms, the modernists employed the notion of 

kulturnost (cultured-ness) in order to demonstrate their protest against the 

violations of freedom of expression. Thus, they also recognized the primacy of 

culture as the paramount container of materials for identity formation (Milev, G. 

1921e; 1924, 183-84). In short, this means that by identifying culture as the most 

important attribute of civil society, the modernists, while pursuing the prominence 

of Modernism and high culture in the national life, were “fighting for new 

channels of representation, access for excluded interests to the political system, 

and the reform of decision-making processes and the rules of the political game” 

(cf. Guibemau 2001, 78). This is why their revolt was most clearly expressed in 

the attempt to redefine the nation as a community of cultured (Europeanized) 

citizens. With similar intention, they required the formation of a civil society as a 

challenge to the unrivaled political authority of the state (most explicitly the view 

is expressed in Milev, G. 1971, 184-185). On these grounds, they also proposed a 

new definition of identity regarding it as a specific bond between the self and the 

community, “an internal achievement of [the individual] that can be facilitated or 

hampered by the social processes” (cf. Hoover 1997, 76).
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In my view, the notion of identity for them became an assembly of 

culturally embedded meanings that one had to harmonize on her own, “realizing 

that expressive freedom is required to allow this to happen” (cf. Hoover 76). Geo 

Milev was the most eloquent proponent of this idea. In his article “Nebeto” (The 

Sky, 1920)81 he defined the self in terms of a transcendental connection with the 

endless universal creative ‘spirit’ (dukh) and the divine. In the act of creating the 

world (“ T  grasping -  absorbing -  reality and melting it into the sky beyond,” 

“reality fades, disappears forwards, in order to be bom again in the Universe as 

Art,” a creative act through which the individual ‘self (Az) vanishes into the 

world, becoming one with the Absolute: the realm of Art which has no physical 

boundaries and is timeless (Milev, G. 1920, 24-25). Expressionistic art, insists 

Milev, transforms reality and its concrete forms into symbols that capture the 

quintessence of the primitive, authentic, truest experience of the self, the source of 

“new, original forms” (1920, 25). Such creative acts help the individual to 

establish connection with the universal nature of humanity and to immerse oneself 

in it, sharing the common “longing for the sky beyond” and attempt to express the 

Absolute.

What comes out as a particularly strong point in Milev’s philosophical and 

highly abstract critical contemplations is that the corporal experience of the ‘self 

as a concrete historical subject is replaced with a transcendental ‘self that 

materializes in one’s interconnectedness with the world: in the emotional and 

intellectual interaction with “the community of co-nationals, the international 

community of nations, the universal culture of humanity” (1971, 61). On these 

grounds, the late modernists aspire the emancipation of the native artistic form 

from the outward aspects of nationality (ethnographic details, realistically

81 Page citations refer to the reprint in Ruseva 1995, 23-25; cf. also Milev, G.
1914.

82 A 3  B3eMa -  rpaSBa -  CBeTa h  r o  pa3Tana b H e6 ero  3 a a  cBeTa. [ . . . ]  Cbctbt 
oraB a , M3He3Ba H anpea 3a a a  c e  noaBH b KocM O ca Karo PfeKycTBo (M ile v , G . 1 9 2 0 , 2 4 )
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rendered ‘folkloric’ paraphernalia such as bagpipes, folk costumes, threshing- 

floors, etc.; Mutafov 1927, Iliev, At. 1926b). In this respect, while attempting to 

intensify the suggestive and expressive abilities of their creative outpourings by 

implementing the aesthetic deconstruction of reality typical for modem art, the 

Bulgarian modernists pursued two goals: to express the native as an immediate 

and unrestrained emotional feeling of oneness and to connect the native with the 

universal seeking not the contrast between the two, but the fusion of both (Iliev 

At. 1926b, 107-115).83

The act of creating universal art whereby the organic blending of the 

native with the foreign was achieved required as a necessary step the 

transformation of the foreign into Bulgarian. The late modernists, unlike their 

predecessors, accomplished this by eroding the native form from inside, by 

estranging it and presenting it as ‘other’ (Iordanov 1993, 254). To put it in the 

words of one Bulgarian intellectual, “to see the native as if a foreigner looks at it,” 

therefore discovering sincerely, without prejudices, but also without naive over

sentimentality, the true value of Bulgarianness (Iliev, At. 1926a, 108). Geo Milev 

called this process “ovarvariavane” (barbarization; Milev, G. 1971, 210). Sirak 

Skitnik named it the search for the “modem primitive” (37).84

Regardless of the idiosyncratic designations, the common point in the 

ideology of Bulgarian late modernism was the idea that realism and ethnographic 

symbolism (including the art produced by the early Bulgarian modernists), 

attempted to preserve the original ‘native’ artistic form and therefore is 

insufficient in capturing the depth of one’s embedded-ness in the nation. Since 

Bulgarianness was no longer perceived as the projection of the national ‘soul’ 

onto material objects that in turn the artist can transform into national symbols, 

the images of folk paraphernalia and other national emblems were evaluated as 

nothing but “outward” representations of the Bulgarian psyche, inadequate to

83 Page citations refer to the reprint in Vasilev 1995.
84 Page citations refer to the reprint in Ruseva 1995, 33-39.
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convey its depth and eternal appeal (Gulubov 1926b, 1926c). This is why, in their 

view, modem art with its anti-realistic impetus was so suitable for the creation of 

original Bulgarian art. Pursuing the immediacy of expression, the emotional 

directness and active engagement of the reader, it allowed for the free expression 

of one’s national sentiments triggering an almost subconscious yearning for the 

eternal in the national psyche, and a gush of patriotic pride. For example, Milev in 

his review of Traianov’s lyrical collection Bulgarski baladi (Bulgarian Ballads, 

1921; reprinted in Milev, G. 1971, 62-68) appreciated the poet’s ability to 

“express the Bulgarian national soul with all its qualities” while elevating it above 

the “daily hubbub of politics and rhetorical nationalism” (1971, 64). He held 

Traianov’s poetry in high esteem because the patriotic feeling was “felt in it as 

nothing but a subconscious creative force, which galvanizes the poet and imbues 

his works with the specific flavor of a Bulgarian poetry” (Milev, G. 1971, 64).

In the eyes of Bulgarian modernists, ‘the fragment’ and ‘the primitive’ 

were not simply aesthetic categories that identified modem approach to life, but 

were above all ‘tools’ to achieve synthesis of thoughts and emotions. They were 

the aesthetic means to provoke the sense of “emotional intersubjectivity” (Craib 

1998, Vogler 2000) that brought through space and time the ‘strangers’ together, 

and made the existence of the Bulgarian ethnos possible (Skitnik 1995, 33-39). 

From this perspective, the focal point of Milev’s aesthetic and ideological bunt 

(rebellion, revolt), which is probably the most extreme of all Bulgarian modernist 

gestures, constituted the explosion of established forms of national identification 

through the act of creating a universalistic art. Perhaps, for this reason he declared 

that Bulgarian literature had to destroy itself as a fossilized national tradition that 

celebrated the ethnic, the contemporary, and the popular (“Protiv realizma” 

[Against Realism], 1919 and uRodno izkustvo” [Native Art], 1920). The poet’s 

credo was that: “Art is bom from the longing [for the eternal]. Art is struggle. 

Straggle to overcome oneself. Rebellion. Rebellion against oneself’ (Milev, G. 

1971, 60). In this rebellious act, one attained complete freedom as the tradition
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was surpassed, but “not killed” (Skitnik 1995, 35). Thus, the modem ‘self was 

liberated from “enslavement by the past,” i.e., freed from the imposed models of 

identification as one was open to discover, experience, and express her true 

identity (Skitnik 1995, 35).

The process of creating art was thus equated with the process of creating a 

‘self where the experience of Bulgarianness was akin to the involuntary, 

unpredictable, irrational subconscious movements of the soul (Skitnik 1995, 35). 

The sense of belonging-ness then was perceived as impossible to define in 

rational terms. It was not a construct, but “a confession” wherein one achieved the 

“lost immediacy” of openly reacting to the other, a form of “primitive” empathy 

that helped one to recognize the roots of her self-definition (Skitnik 1995, 35). 

Therefore, modem art was acclaimed because of its abstract and highly elusive, 

symbolical forms of expression. Its anti-realistic method gave freedom to the 

artist to transform reality according to her own vision and desires, simultaneously 

evoking a sense of metaphysical insurgence against the limitations imposed by the 

geographical and ethnocentric definition of Bulgarian nationality, which insisted 

on the nation’s physical experience as existence situated in a concrete place and 

within a particular social-political-cultural order (otechestvo).

In Bulgarian modernist discourses, modem art was moreover appreciated 

and promoted primarily because it was conceptualized as the realm where the 

sense of ‘belatedness’ is surmounted as the artist outstrips the ‘provincial rooted

ness’ of her limited national existence and experiences her commensurability with 

the world (Ruseva 1995, 15; Milev, G. 1971, 179). On the other hand, because of 

its symbolical power to unite through the quest for the eternal and the sense of 

humanity it instills, modem art was also recommended as a means to tie together 

the ‘community of strangers’ that was the Bulgarian nation. Respectively, it was 

affirmed as an ultimately collectivistic and ‘constructive’ form of art (Ruseva 

1995, 15). Geo Milev, for example, declared that only when Bulgarian authors 

learned to describe the Human with her “life pulse” and “start drinking from the
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source of the primitive forces of human drives” they would have the capacity to 

create national literature that was alive and significant (1971, 180). “Such 

literature we will have once we stop thinking of art as a private affair, but instead 

accept it is a collective exigency” (ibid.) Perhaps, this is what motivated the 

intellectuals of the mid-1910s and 1920s to see Bulgarian modem culture as a 

fundamental integrative principle to connect Bulgarians on the basis of a constant 

struggle for self-improvement and self-definition. In this, they recognized the 

equality and basic right of all Bulgarian citizens, regardless of differences in 

tastes, political or professional interests. Again, Milev is the most ardent 

proponent of this view. In his article, “Bulgarskiat pisateF  (The Bulgarian Writer,
o c

1923), he asserted that the artist was no different than other people. His talent 

and inspiration was nothing but “hard labor” and “spiritual energy” (1923, 177). 

Discarding previous conceptions of artistic exclusivity as outdated, Milev 

contended: “Only the Human remains. Nothing more but the Human: earthly, 

imperfect and alive in this world” (ibid.).

The modernists thus pushed for participative processes that acknowledged 

“the need to incorporate means of communication that facilitate exchanges 

whereby differing visions can be expressed on the integrative principles that tie 

the [community] together” (cf. Hoover 1997, 78). Simply put, they pushed for 

pluralism that was based on the recognition of one’s equal and autonomous status 

as a social agent, which allowed the person through free and voluntary 

interactions to make possible the harmonization of “the particular and the 

universal aspects of [her] own strivings for identity” (cf. Hoover 1997, 78). 

Worthy of note in this regard is Gulubov’s explicit declaration that the newspaper 

Iztoh (East) which he founded was eclectic and aimed at creating a space for 

different voices to express their opinions on significant cultural issues and 

problems of common concern (1927c, 59). Interpreted in the light of Hoover’s 

suggestions, the modernist notion of kulturnost therefore evoked a concept of

85 Page citations refer to the reprint in Milev, G. 1971, 177-183.
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national identity that is essentially democratic as it implied that on the basis of 

equal rights of participation, the community is capable of respecting and 

tolerating differences of opinions, tastes, and dispositions. In short, the Bulgarian 

modernists pushed for the creation of a civil society.

The notion of civil society, as it is typically applied in Western European 

and American thought, usually means “the expansion of democracy,” identifying 

a “desired social order that recognize[s] the virtues of pluralism and allow[s] the 

autonomous agentic individual to freely associate and form relations in a sphere 

that [is] outside the power of the state” (Hann 1996, 1-26). It seems that the 

Bulgarian modernists were well aware of this option, for they clearly articulated a 

boundary between the nation and the state. One of the many connotations in their 

notion of high national culture is the implication of a social order that was 

different from the state. The nation (rodina; narod), in its completeness and 

transcendence, was opposed to the political state (otechestvo; durzhavd), therefore 

giving the late modernists opportunity to assert the right of Bulgarian citizens to 

associate freely in the public sphere where they could express their aspirations for 

kulturnost and civility. Art was emancipated from the control of the state only to 

be affirmed as the realm where the Bulgarian citizenship extended since the 

populace could voice different opinions on the problems of common concern. As 

a result, by emphasizing the importance of the avant-garde art and literature they 

produced, the late modernists let the political elite see that “the state itself cannot 

provide an identity of its citizens” since, as Hoover has persuasively argued, 

“identity formation takes place primarily in civil society, rather than through the 

state and even the economy” (cf. 1997, 40). In this context, the modernist 

intelligentsia challenged the status quo by conceiving of themselves as an 

intermediary social agency, whose prerogative was to create those values and 

principles of kulturnost and civility that would bring the state and the people 

together. Thus, the modernists also tried to combine the political and cultural 

principles that defined Bulgarian self-determination. As Gulubov has put it,

327

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



“Bulgarian writers can play a crucial role in the process of [Bulgarian society’s 

nationalization], being the channel through which the civic ideas and sentiments 

that guide the life of the Western individual, can enter Bulgaria” (1926c, 81).

Indeed, the late Bulgarian modernists pushed for a “supervised” 

Europeanization, whereby the local intellectuals “could resist those influences that 

might hamper the national progress, thus preserving the specificity and originality 

of [their] native culture” (Gulubov 1926c, 80). Gulubov insisted that the goal of 

this directed Europeanization was “to gradually institute the missing criteria for 

what is valuable and characteristic in our life and our cultural practices that is 

worthy of protecting against the western ravishment” (1926c, 80). In this, I see a 

typical reaction of a post-colonial intellectual, who struggled “through indigenous 

means of establishing competence, integrity, and mutuality” to overcome the 

nation’s colonial legacy and confront the challenges that modernity posed (cf. 

Hoover 1997, 39). Again, it is important to stress that the Europeanization 

envisioned by the Bulgarian progressive intelligentsia was different from what the 

more advanced Western nations applauded. Gulubov, for example, regarded it as 

a process that would take place under the control of the Bulgarian intelligentsia 

thereby subordinating the foreign to the native. As he and like-minded Bulgarian 

artists at that time proclaimed, the process involved also a deliberate breaking 

away from “the tight grip of the narrow-minded passe [realist] aesthetic, 

withering like the garland of an old maid” (1926c, 80). This statement is 

significant because it shows that Bulgarian modernists did not simply copy 

techniques, attitudes and methods from the West, but interpreted these from the 

position of what was beneficial and served their specific (local) cultural interests. 

In this respect, the cultural program the late modernists elaborated was both a cry 

for a new aesthetic as well as a cry for further nationalization and democratization 

of Bulgarian society.

The essential characteristics of this cultural program, especially in post

war historical conditions, were anti-realism, nationalism, and communitarian
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individualism. The latter term obviously needs explanation for it is coined with 

the intention to render the peculiar meaning that the Bulgarian modernist 

intelligentsia ascribed to the notion of civility. It is offered as an analytical tool to 

signify the local interpretation of the West European ideal of civil society, which 

during the late 1910s and early 1920s was perceived in Bulgaria as a normative 

category that encompassed ideas about good government, virtue, and 

responsibility. Thus, the notion of civility surfaced as a key element of the 

proposed Europeanization and modernization.

I will launch my analysis of the modernist idea of civility as interpreted by 

Bulgarian modernists in relation to their definition of Bulgarian national identity, 

remarking that Bulgarian modernists used the rhetoric of West European civil 

society in order to discuss and criticize the merits of governmental decision

making process concerning the quality and direction of the social life they 

experienced. Typical in this sense is Penev’s discourse glossed earlier. His and 

other modernist intellectualizations outlining alternative models for Bulgarian 

social development reflect, in my opinion, a sincere effort to understand how their 

society has changed, and on this basis, to articulate feasible prospects. Seen in this 

light, the notion of civility, in my view, bears extremely important implications, 

for it expresses the Bulgarian intelligentsia’s view of the ‘good citizen,’ who in 

terms of their wide-ranging cultural program was an individual capable of making 

an informed assessment about the changing quality of life (cf. Hann 1996, 28).

Paradoxically, the Bulgarian modernists adopted the concept of civil 

society as a normative concept that helped them introduce in the public sphere a 

division between the state and the nation (people) in pursuit of their unity. If this 

is viewed as a strategy to open a space for the criticism of the state and the 

contemporary political-social realities, then their position is not illogical. As 

previously noted, the fundamental drive of the modernist practice was to disrupt 

the current reality in the neighborhood where the particular modernists lived. In 

this respect, Bulgarian modernists viewed the formation of a civil society as the

329

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



absolute guarantor for the recognition of the infringed rights and freedoms of the 

individual. Therefore, they espoused the principles of universalist (cosmopolitan) 

individualism, while also acknowledging the need for social accountability. In 

short, Nietzschean ultra-individualism, particularly in the writings of Geo Milev 

became a form of communitarian individualism that aimed at binding the citizens 

together in matters of common concern. In this context, the various, often 

conflicting associations of Bulgarian writers and artists served as a representative 

system of common-interest groups that could affect the public policy, requiring 

the expansion of human and civil rights. A case in point is Milev’s appeal to the 

Bulgarian writers, as well as a number of articles that addressed crucial issues for 

the functioning in Bulgaria of a civil society. Complementing his critical 

meditations on modem art, publications such as “Bulgarskiat pisatel,” “Kraiat na 

inteligentsiata” (Intelligentsia’s End), “Narstud,” “Politseiska kritika” (Police 

Censorship), “Durzhava i tsurkva” (State and Church) and others, clearly reveal 

his communitarian ideological position, publicizing a sense of civic responsibility 

and appreciation of commonality and mutual dependence as primary values, 

urgently requiring the cultivation of changes of historical conditions.

Central to all these explicitly political texts is the idea of the free 

individual, whose full realization Milev saw as the absolute goal of the national 

society. This idea consistently was articulated in his earlier writings, becoming 

most apparent in articles such as “Modernata poeziia” and “Nebeto.” In Milev’s 

view, the free individual was above all one, who thought and acted independently, 

always in agreement with his conscience and high morals. The free individual was 

not passive, for he actively participated in the public life, engaging with the issues 

of the day, always in defense of the ideal of free life. The most distinguishing 

features of his character were his honesty, creativity, and hard work. The free 

individual was responsible for his actions and had a concern for the good of the 

whole society. He did not compromise his beliefs and ideals. He was optimistic. 

He did not give up in the face of oppression and terror, but firmly stood up in
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defense of the sacrosanct human rights. The free individual was not bound by 

limited and empty nationalistic sentiments because he recognized one absolute: 

Humankind. Because of his profound universalism, the free individual was also a 

true patriot.

This image, in which one could recognize without difficulty the 

personality of Milev himself, is a construct that emerges from the various 

intellectualizations he had left as a legacy. In their mass such writings voice the 

idea that independence of thought and faith in one’s own decisions was extremely 

important. “I am in control of my own destiny, my will, my conscience, my heart 

are in my power. I have not lost control over myself. Nobody can take it from 

me,” he wrote in a letter to his father as early as 1914. The confidence of Milev is 

impressive, but it never grew into hubris, for his self-esteem was always tempered 

by his consideration of others’ dignity and self-respect. It is these qualities that he 

also strove to instill in his compatriots, when he wrote that the religion of the 

modem intellectual should be “profound faith in [the incessant progress] of the 

human being” (1924c).

Similarly to Slaveikov, Milev was a stalwart optimist, who believed in the 

ultimate goodness of people and the victory of humanism over pragmatism and 

selfishness. Evidence is profuse. It seems, at times, his very sharp criticism was 

motivated by his belief in the merit of pursuing “common aims greater than the 

selfish, conflictual, and narrowly private goals that might otherwise shape the 

character of public life” (cf. Strauss 1996, 230). Particularly interesting in this 

light is his article “Politseiska kritika.” It was published in the same issue, 

together with Milev’s expressionistic masterpiece Septemvri. As the poet openly 

stated, the article was meant to express his protest against the confiscation of the 

sixth issue of the journal Plamuk. This act of civil protest, however, turned into an 

angry meditation on the fundamental principles of civil society and a heated 

argument in defense of individual’s freedom of thought and freedom of 

expression. In his list of the free society’s essential attributes, Milev named such
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rights as the right to criticize, to think independently, to write and publish freely, 

to read, and ultimately, to live. The citizens of democratic Bulgaria, he 

sarcastically remarked, were deprived of those fundamental human rights, as the 

government enforced laws and legal acts that encouraged the Bulgarian people to 

stop thinking (Milev, G. 1971, 271-272). The highly educated ruling political elite 

regarded the people as a herd of brainless livestock (stado) that needed someone 

else to think and make decisions on its behalf. However, the responsible citizen 

could not accept this situation, because the people “are thinking” and the 

possibility of a “policed criticism” was a futile fantasy of any authoritarian regime 

(Milev, G. 1971,272).

“Thought has no master and no tyrant” (misulta ne turpi nito gospodar, 

nito tiranin), proclaimed the poet, embracing civic disobedience and revolt. His 

revolutionary impetus increased as he briefly touched upon the new international 

developments. “Today,” wrote the patriot, “[...] the people of the world realize 

that they are the masters of their destiny, there is no need for ‘elected’ or 

forcefully imposed authorities to supervise them.” As “the idea of the singular 

individual slowly melts away” (kogato otdelnata lichnost umira), it is absurdity to 

think that human ideas and struggle for freedom can be suppressed.86 He boldly 

challenged state authorities by declaring that, “the journal Plamuk (Flame) may be 

banned. The journal Plamuk may not exist. But there is not a firefighting unit in 

the world that can put down the fire of my thoughts.”87 Refusing to compromise 

his beliefs, the poet-citizen then declared: “We will not accept the sentence of the 

deadening censorship that makes us write what we neither think nor feel” (No nii 

niama da se suglasim s prisudata na politseiskata kritika, koiato ni kara da

86 ) fH e c , KoraTO bchhkm Hapo/m b CBeTa yapaB aT  Aa S t^ a T  rocno^apu Ha ctAbaTa 
ch, 6 e 3  Aa a  n oB ep aB aT  b p t u e T e  Ha Apyrn -  ‘H 36paH H ’ hah H a ip a n m iH  ce n p e 3  HacHAHe 

- rocnoAapn (Milev, G. 1971, 273).
87 Moxce “IlAaMtK” Aa 6tAe cnpaH. Moxce Aa He ctmecTByBa cnncaHue 

“ H iiaM bK .”  Ho HaMa b CBeTa noxcapHa KOMaHAa, k o a t o  Aa Moxce Aa yracu nxaMtica Ha 
MHCtATa (Milev G. 1971,273).
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pishem tova, koeto nito mislim, nito chuvstvame). Being true to his own morals, 

Milev advocated that, unlike those hypocrites who only on paper claimed their 

love and expressed their concern with the nation’s well being, he would follow his 

ideals and his conscience so that he could continue to be a true patriot (1971, 

273).

Apparently, the individualism of Milev is communitarian in the sense that 

he demanded recognition of one’s full humanity. In his view, every citizen was 

entitled the right to express his concerns about the common good and to react to 

what was harmful or in violation of the fundamental principles of free life. 

Embracing the uniqueness and difference of individual opinions, his acclaim of 

independent thought and civic responsibility stemmed from his respect for the 

basic rights of the other person, thus providing a positive example of a virtue he 

regarded necessary for citizenship. Social activism then, in his discourses emerges 

as one of the most significant features of democratic society, and he encouraged 

his compatriots to be active in resisting the power of the state. At least, this is how 

I read his public protest against the confiscation of the literary journal Plamuk he 

edited.

Milev’s position essentially was that public and private interests could 

harmonize if individuals took responsibility for, and gave priority to the social 

good. In the poet’s eyes, modem art supported such balance because it was an 

emotionally charged and socially engaged expression of the artist’s independent 

thought. Milev admitted that in the quest for harmonizing the personal and public 

interests one may resort to means that were uncivil, yet that did not mean that one 

was not a good citizen. In another article, tackling the problem of traditional 

morality, Milev declared that “[...] Today, we would like to see barbarians, 

hooligans, savages -  with fiery eyes and iron teeth. Barbarians -  a new race -  that 

would give new blood to [the Bulgarian nation].”88

88 [ . . . ]  h h h  x c e j i a e M  / j a  b u ^ h m  ^ H e c  B a p B a p n ,  x y n n r a H H ,  n e n e H e r n  -  c  n j i a M t K  b  

O H H T e  h  H c e ;ie 3 H H  3 t> 6 h . B a p B a p n ,  H O B a  p a c a  -  k o a t o  n a  B j i e e  H O B a  K p t B  H a  d t J i r a p c i c a T a
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Reading Milev’s texts, I find it ironical that the late Bulgarian modernists 

tried to articulate the ideal of a good citizen resorting to language and imagery 

that clearly undermined the implications of the romanticized Western model. In 

their discourses, of which Milev’s pronouncements are the most representative in 

their extremity, the notion of civility rarely suggests polite and refined speech, 

good manners, courtesy, and other traits the historical Western term typically 

connotes. Of course, this is only a segment of the term’s multiple semantic 

dimensions, but as recent theorizations have shown, it is quite a significant one as 

articulated in the history of Western political and social thought.89 In this light, 

the Bulgarian modernist concept of civility fits more McClellan’s revised 

definition, which needs to be reiterated again here.

McClellan has argued that civility is “an impulse or mood, which requires 

the fulfillment of three criteria: the recognition of the full humanity of both one’s 

self and the other, the awareness of one’s interdependence with the other, and 

desire to make common cause with the other” (McClellan 2000, 78). In my view, 

the Bulgarian modernists extolled patriotism as a civil virtue in this very sense. 

Denying the need for yielding to the power of the state, Milev, for example, 

declared: “National sentiments, patriotism, love for the fatherland, faith in the 

national ideal, ethnic boundaries, historical past and so on, are devalued stock on 

the contemporary social-political market; they are blank cartridges with which we 

cannot catch the desired bird of freedom.”90 Locating themselves as a 

representative group of citizens mediating between the state and the people, the 

late Bulgarian modernists actually functioned as a social agency capable of

noe3na (Milev, G. 1971, 211).
89 Cf. McClellan in Rouner 2000, 78-93; also the debate between Robert B. 

Pippin and Daniel O. Dahlstrom in Rouner 2000, 103-125.
90 HauHOHajiHO nyBCTBO, naTpnoTH3BM, jik>6ob kbm poflHHaTa, Bapa b ‘HapoflHHa 

naeaji’, eTHHHecKH rpammH, HCTopHnecKO MHHano h  t .h .  -  TOBa ca /mec o6e3ueHeHH 
aKunn, k o h to  He ce KorapaT Ha aHeniHaTa noJiHTHKO-couHajma 6opca; TOBa ca xanocHH  
naTpoHH, c k o h to  He Moace na ce yjiynn acenaHaTa nraua Ha CBobo^aTa (Milev G. 1971, 
277).
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bringing together the political and the cultural principles defining the nation. Such 

awareness gave them the confidence to oppose conventional interpretations of 

nationality and motivated the formulation and pursuit of their modernization 

objectives, the ultimate purpose of which was the successful completion of the 

process of Bulgarian nationalization.

Indeed, from the evidence presented here I hope it is clear that the 

Bulgarian modernists were the agency most actively engaged in ‘correcting’ the 

negative collective self-awareness, while simultaneously elaborating and 

promoting on the global market a new image of the Bulgarian nation as an 

advanced, sophisticated and democratic cultural-political unit. In this light, the 

introduction of European thought into the Bulgarian cultural tradition was a 

pivotal moment in the politics of the modernists, who also turned to Bulgarian 

folklore in search of the true Bulgarian soul. Seeking the synthesis of native and 

foreign, the Bulgarian modernists tried to create a system of new values that 

would govern individual behavior by affirming universal personal qualities and 

characteristics, which, according to the modernists, were also the primordial 

features of the Bulgarian ethnic character. In this regard, Pencho Slaveikov was 

the first of a number of modernists, who tried shattering the conventional 

stereotype of national self-identification as a negation of others (the Bulgarian as 

a non-Greek, non-Serbian, non-Turkish). He refused to compare the Bulgarians 

with their neighbors but rather focused on re-discovering, reconstructing, 

inventing, and representing a new distinctive collective self that he labored to 

inscribe within the European context. He tried to create a new national 

mythology, which geographically situated the Bulgarians at the center of the 

Balkan Peninsula, and rigorously argued their importance for the cultural, 

political and economic revival of the region, thus enhancing the singularity and 

originality of the Bulgarian national culture.

Later modernists, while following in Slaveikov’s steps, saw themselves as 

the missing social agency to accomplish the well-balanced transition from
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colonial to post-colonial cultural and political existence. In this regard, Bulgarian 

modernism began as an attempt to define the subjective, private sphere in 

Bulgarian culture and to create a novel individualistic philosophy and a world 

outlook that would unite the ideas of European individualism with the 

Enlightenment admiration of Freedom and public Heroism (Iordanov 1993, 8). It 

ended as a project that, similar to Ukraine, focused on the creation of a civil 

society inasmuch as the ultimate goal of the modernizing activities of the 

Bulgarian progressive intelligentsia was the transformation of the ‘people’ 

(narod) into a nation of cultured, sophisticated and morally superior individuals 

through the refinement of literary and artistic tastes. Thus, the desire for 

fundamental cultural and social changes (break away from all previous traditions, 

denial of the established norms of cultural and ethnic identification) was very 

strong and the modernists pushed for the radical transformation of the Bulgarian 

mindset by urging the cultivation of a national high culture. In the eyes of 

modernists, the national culture served as the means to win the respect of Western 

nations, proving not only the longevity and richness of Bulgarian tradition but 

also its status as a modem European culture that is capable of sustaining 

Bulgarian political sovereignty.

Europe, then, was introduced in the Bulgarian intellectual space as a 

‘unified’ whole. It was conceptualized as a totality, an intellectual space where the 

conflicts and tensions between the European national cultures on their own terms 

(for example the rivalry between French and Germans, or British and French) 

were insignificant. This ‘oddity’ produced the peculiar polyphony and ambiguity 

characteristic of Bulgarian modernists’ relationship with Europe. The fervent 

desire to express their own, original, and nationally specific understanding, while 

seeking the unity of Bulgarian and Western thought, determined the modernists’ 

modernizing efforts. Accordingly, the main principle of their cultural program the 

modernists saw in the synthesis of ‘indigenous’ Bulgarian values (svoe, rodno -  

native; encoded for example in ‘authentic’ folklore) with the humanistic values
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represented by a number of canonized ‘treasures’ of world culture (chuzhdo -  

foreign). Granted, the stress always was put on the Bulgarianness of the outcome 

and only such creative adaptations bore significance and were encouraged.

Apparently, the ethnic ‘bias’ of Bulgarian modernists had a deeper social- 

psychological motivation. It was a reaction to the failures of political nationalism 

and the partial resolution of the Bulgarian national question. The awareness of the 

‘dismemberment’ of the Bulgarian nation, its geographical tearing apart, defined 

all their intellectual quests, especially with respect to modeling the process of the 

national-cultural development. Hence the emphasis on the ‘national.’ Of course, 

this was a limited position, but it was compulsory in terms of the redemptory and 

reformist intentions of the Bulgarian progressive intelligentsia. In this respect, as 

Jusdanis has noted on another occasion, Bulgarian cultural (modernist) 

nationalism acted as a dynamic force rather than a “compensatory prize for 

victimized people in search of absent ideals,” for it evolved as a revolutionary, 

progressive, and an utopian ideology, seeking the transformation of the inherited 

social order, pushing Bulgarian society “into a modem, global world” (cf. 

Jusdanis 2001, 10).
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6. GENERAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this last section I review the main points and observations made in the course 

of this study, and address some of the issues raised with respect to the analysis of 

marginal cultures. I begin by reiterating the idea that the Bulgarian and Ukrainian 

Modernisms occurred as intellectual projects related to, but different from, the 

Modernisms originally formulated in countries such as France and England. If we 

accept Bourdieu’s and other theoretical models regarding the factors that 

propelled the struggle for establishing the autonomy of the artistic field in 

‘bourgeois’ societies of Western Europe, it becomes clear that both localities 

under scrutiny did not conform to that model. The modernity experienced by the 

Ukrainian and Bulgarian intellectuals was unlike the one known to the 

intellectuals of other European countries. As I have tried to show, the intellectuals 

in both Ukraine and Bulgaria felt marginalized and disempowered as a national 

elite. This particular experience strongly colored the objectives and goals they 

pursued through the ‘import’ of the idea of pure aesthetic.

The priority that the local intelligentsia gave to socio-political and national 

issues was not surprising if one takes into account the strong desire of those 

intellectuals to ‘catch up’ with developments occurring in the global community. 

Advancement in tum-of-the-century Bulgaria and Ukraine meant inaugurating the 

processes of modernization (i.e., technological and economic innovation, the 

creation of the nation-state, etc.). Unlike in Western Europe, the disruption of 

modernity in those two localities came about concurrently with the initiation of 

modernization. This fact posed for the national intellectuals a number of very 

distinctive problems. In the first place, the colonial legacy in both countries 

influenced the local intelligentsia’s choices regarding the changes they wanted to 

introduce in their societies. Therefore, the modernists in both Ukraine and 

Bulgaria actively engaged in the creation of political, economic, and socio

cultural structures alternative to the inherited (or dominant) colonial ones. In this
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regard, the strong socio-political orientation of both modernist projects is a logical 

outcome of the peculiarity of historical conditions that occasioned the 

modernization of these two societies. It can hardly be viewed as a distortion or 

insufficiency in development of these people. In my view, the colonial situation in 

Ukraine and the post-colonial situation in Bulgaria pre-conditioned the 

uncharacteristic evolution of Bulgarian and Ukrainian Modernisms as ideologies 

of cultural nationalism. Thus, the entanglement of socio-political, cultural, and 

purely aesthetic issues was not only natural but more importantly, necessary for 

the success of the modernizing initiatives undertaken by the local intelligentsia.

Defining the Ukrainian and Bulgarian modernist movements as a form of 

cultural nationalism is problematic in itself. Although I do not consider such 

justification necessary, in this final section I will do so, while simultaneously 

reviewing the set of general conclusions reached in the course of my comparative 

cultural study. The problem first of all arises because of the definition usually 

attached to the notion of cultural nationalism, which is viewed as a significant, 

albeit subordinate, aspect of political nationalism (cf. Gellner 1983, Hobsbawm 

1990, Kedourie 1993). In contemporary anthropological and socio-political 

approaches to nationalism, John Hutchinson should be credited for his systematic 

research on the nature of cultural nationalism, always offering an eloquent 

defense of its distinctive character. Taking his views as a point of departure, I 

would like to propose a list of attributes that help conceptualize both the 

Ukrainian and Bulgarian modernist movements as cultural nationalist projects.

According to Hutchinson, cultural nationalism “does have a politics, but it 

is communitarian and diversitarian” (1999, 393). The primary goal of cultural 

nationalists is the moral rebirth and regeneration of their respective communities, 

the ideology itself called upon “at times of deep-seated social crisis, when statist 

nationalism seems to have failed, in order to offer new pathways for individual 

and collective action” (Hutchinson 1999, 393). “In evoking historical models, 

cultural nationalists act primarily as moral and social innovators not as
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reactionaries, in seeking to formulate an indigenous basis of collective progress” 

(Hutchinson 1999, 393). In attempting to define the collective personality, 

cultural nationalists seek to revive authentic and distinctive collective features, 

extolling the singularity of their cultural identity, insisting that this distinctive 

collective personality has “a name, unique origins, history, culture, homeland, and 

social and political practices” (Hutchinson 1999, 394).

The developments in tum-of-the-century Bulgaria and Ukraine suggest 

that the modernists reacted to a particular crystallization of ethnic identity, which 

naturalized the peasants as the embodiment of Ukrainianness and Bulgarianness 

respectively. In principle, they disagreed with the adoption of such a demotic 

model for national identification because it inadequately promoted the institution 

of a modem, highly intellectual and sophisticated national culture. In both 

societies, therefore, Modernism developed in opposition to other approaches to 

nation formation and nation building, often refusing to compromise on the 

principle positions underlying its specific policies of cultural invention.

Struggling to assert their cultural hegemony and to make it a natural right 

of the intelligentsia, the modernists in Ukraine and Bulgaria adopted at the 

beginning of the twentieth century the ideology of pure aesthetic as a public moral 

position that allowed them to criticize the state. Gradually, the ideology evolved 

as a locus of opposition to the state. Regardless of the nature of the statist 

nationalism they reacted against, the modernists in both localities construed 

themselves as an alternative ‘social’ force that challenged the official political 

solutions to the national question. As Hutchinson has noted, rivalry and “internal 

competition” in the definition of the nation is crucial “for the group identity and 

survival.” “The parochialism of the struggle [...] separates the population off 

from uncomprehending ‘outsiders,’ and the recurring but evolving rivalry 

provides a repertoire of options from which leaders can select in order to cope 

with a changing world” (1999, 396). In this sense, the processes of negotiation 

and competition over the symbols of the nation in Ukraine and Bulgaria were
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institutionalized through the “internal dialogue incomprehensible to outsiders,” as 

Hutchinson aptly puts it (1999, 396), that gave rise to the national public domain. 

When the Ukrainians Karmans’kyi, Sriblians’kyi, Ievshan, and the Bulgarians 

Slaveikov, Dr. Krustev, and Debelianov (as well as others), publicly demonstrated 

their commitment to certain modernists behaviours (e.g., a bohemian lifestyle, a 

preference for modernist literature and arts, migration to the large urban centers, 

etc.), they provided a form of binding together the community of citizens 

(citizens-to-be, in the Ukrainian case). The rejection of populist and realist 

ideologies (above all, the association with the peasant masses, renunciation of 

symbolically traditional clothing, communal and cultural norms) supported the 

formulation of modernizing objectives that explicitly questioned the established 

social and political order. It opened a space for creating institutions that would 

maintain the distinctively modem ‘moral’ of the Bulgarian and Ukrainian 

societies. As I have tried to show, the modernist commitment to instill Western 

values of social democracy, liberalism, and individualism motivated the struggle 

of the local artistic intelligentsia to emancipate itself from the economic and 

social constraints of an oppressive (in the Ukrainian case, colonial) state, and to 

seek recognition of their expertise and authority in the production of national 

cultural values.

In both localities, the modernist project was triggered by a sense of moral 

crisis, which resulted from the failures of statist nationalism to solve the national 

problem. This attitude surfaces in the writings of Lesia Ukrainka and Volodymyr 

Vynnychenko and becomes prominent in Khvyl’ovyi’s works. In Ukraine, 

particularly in the years after 1917, this dissatisfaction clearly manifested itself in 

the growing awareness of Ukrainian intellectuals that the practicing of aesthetic 

and cultural autonomy is possible only in a self-determined and free society, that 

is, in a Ukrainian national state. In this respect, as the discourses of the khatiany 

(i.e., the contributors to Ukrains’ka khata) and Khvyl’ovyi indicate, the aesthetic 

principle of ‘art for art’s sake’ was discovered and utilized as an effective strategy
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to create a national high culture that could integrate all Ukrainians and provide the 

discursive means for imagining the sovereign Ukrainian state. It is in this 

context—i.e., an intensified anti-colonial struggle aiming at resisting the attempts 

at Russification and gruesome Soviet political repression—that I define the 

modernist project in Ukraine as a political project which called for the articulation 

of a particular version of Ukrainian identity. This version was predicated on the 

promotion of an elitist and civic concept of the nation that clearly supported the 

Ukrainian intelligentsia’s desire for political self-determination. The principles of 

aesthetism, and the priority given to the construction of a national high culture 

were crucial aspects of the modernist project, which developed as a movement 

that tried to make meaningful the formation of a Ukrainian national state. 

Otherwise, the prominence given to culture as an agency of social change and the 

creation of indigenous cultural forms makes little sense as a goal in itself. It 

should be noted, however, that culture in the Ukrainian modernist project is not 

subordinate to the political formulation of the nation, but an equally powerful 

articulation of the essential principles of Ukrainian self-determination, which 

helped to form a distinctive egalitarian and libertarian ideal of the nation-state (cf. 

Hutchinson 1999, 401).

In the ideological climate of the USSR in the 1920s, the Ukrainian 

modernists experienced their statelessness as an impediment to the progress of 

their society and they reacted to it in the best manner they knew. They saw 

modem national culture as the most essential condition to ensure the unity and 

singularity of the Ukrainian nation. It provided the ‘free’ space where Ukrainian 

identity can be celebrated and unreservedly experienced as a positive life 

opportunity. Ukrainian modernists, thus, directly challenged the existing social 

order by giving priority to the nation as a cultural-political principle of 

integration. In the early-twentieth century, they insisted on, and agitated for, the 

Europeanization of their community because they wanted to validate their culture 

and identity, asserting a place for a non-existent state in the international order.
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From 1917 onward, some sought the recognition of their right to form a sovereign 

country as the most propitious place for the progress and efflorescence of the 

Ukrainian nation. Although in their quest for articulating ‘the modem Ukrainian 

psyche,’ Ukrainian modernists continued to mobilize ethnic criteria of self- 

determination, it also seems that they tried to expand the semantic field of the 

category to include more civic terms. Vynnychenko’s civic position as well as 

Khvyl’ovyi’s agitation for recognizing the rights of Ukrainians to self-rule is 

typical in this regard. Thus, reinforcing the sense of pride and shared identity, 

manifested in one’s willful attachment to the Ukrainian nation, was one of the 

strategies the modernists in Ukraine employed when recruiting Ukrainian patriots. 

In their discourses, individuals like Ukrainka, Vynnychenko (in the early- 

twentieth century), and Zerov, Khvyl’ovyi and others (in the mid-1920s), 

demonstrated the value of one’s cultural belonging. In this manner, they argued 

for the construction of a distinctive Ukrainian civil and cultured society, which 

could guard and preserve the collective personality in times of threat and growing 

foreign influences. They encouraged each speaker of the Ukrainian language to 

refract this collective personality subjectively, searching for meaningful options in 

constructing a life and identity for oneself. The emphasis on the value of shared 

identity and the international orientation of the Ukrainian modernist intelligentsia, 

who decisively refused the mediation of Russian culture in the intellectual and 

cultural interaction with Europe, are probably the most prominent aspects of the 

modernist program. The valorization of Ukrainian high culture, consequently, was 

performed through the inculcation of Ukrainian Modernism as a distinctive 

national version of the European modernist ideology of subversion. It endeavored 

to produce highly cultured and sophisticated individuals, who worked for the 

spiritual, cultural, political, and economic advancement of their native society.

Thus, the contradictory nature of the Ukrainian modernist definition of the 

nation, which combined both civic and ethnic principles of self-identification, 

emerges as one of those peculiarities that make the nation-building process unique
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wherever it happens to take place around the globe. The modernist project in 

Ukraine aimed at reducing or overcoming tensions and antinomies over the 

content of national culture and identity which characterized the Ukrainian national 

space during the first half of the twentieth century. The arising twofold 

articulation of national identity (European-Ukrainian) was thus a strategy that 

allowed the modernists to successfully express and maintain their distinctiveness 

in resistance to both Russian colonial pressures, and unwanted influences from 

Europe, at once affirming their independent status as mediators between the self 

and the world. In fact, the modernist position cut most powerfully through both 

the colonial discourse and the national counterdiscourse (to use Shkandrij’s 

appropriation of Terdiman’s formulation; 2001, 199), aspiring to find the truly 

national style (as Hutchinson has pointed out, one that represents a given 

community’s historically rooted and unique way of life; 1999, 393). From this 

perspective, Ukrainian modernists were cultural nationalists who sought to use 

tradition to “legitimate social innovation through selective borrowing from 

others,” while simultaneously “rallying to the cause of building on indigenous 

traditions” (cf. Hutchinson 1999, 404). In this respect, their ambivalent treatment 

of Ukrainian vernacular culture—at once denouncing it and insisting on its 

‘modernization’ through extensive experimenting with available folklore items— 

was a strategy of distinction that helped Ukrainian modernists affirm their status 

as ‘modernizers.’ The aesthetic and formal treatment of Ukrainian folklore in the 

works of Ukrainka, Kobylians’ka, Tychyna, and other Ukrainian modernists, 

pursued the re-contextualization, innovation, and idiosyncratic reinvention of 

common material, and served to differentiate them from their predecessors 

(romantics and realist-populists), who revered tradition. The modernists did not 

idolize tradition, but their practice of using folklore materials produced a specific 

type of literature that opened a space for experimentation that had a distinctively 

Ukrainian flavour. In addition, through such experimentation, the modernists 

successfully realigned their cultural heritage with Europe, asserting their right to
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control the appropriation of vernacular traditions. Let me reiterate that, in my 

view, the modernists in Ukraine not only made tradition meaningful in the context 

of modernity, but most of all, effectively resisted the influences coming from 

Europe, resorting to local resources in sustaining the singularity and originality of 

their national culture.

In Bulgaria, it was the experience of the nation as ‘dismembered’ that 

instigated the sense of moral crisis and urged the patriotically oriented 

intelligentsia to seek alternatives to the tensions produced by the political 

solutions of the national question which the state proposed. The emphasis on 

culture in this instance aimed at establishing control over the processes of nation 

building, which the progressive Bulgarian intelligentsia felt were taking an 

unfavourable course. The prevalent traditional model of identity and culture- 

invention accentuated the negative experiences of the Bulgarian nationality and 

relied too much on the mobilization of inferiority complexes and sense of 

belatedness that were inherited from colonial times. The modernists thus 

undertook the difficult task of promoting modernization and nationalization by 

insisting on the creation of a Bulgarian high culture that pursued the moral 

resurrection of the Bulgarian community through its Europeanization.

The most notable feature of the Bulgarian modernist project was its 

attempt to reduce the effects of the self-colonizing conservative version of 

national identity, nurturing the collective sense of self since the beginning of the 

Renascence period and during the struggle for liberation. This conservative 

version was predicated on the absence of a modem  high culture, which left the 

Bulgarian intelligentsia often confused and in a state of spiritual stagnation. As I 

have shown in this study, the modernists in Bulgaria reacted to the traditional 

conceptualization of the nation, engaging in a form of social criticism that tried to 

find a balance between the ‘foreign’ (i.e., imported from the West) and the 

‘native’ (i.e., original resources for self-expression, such as the inherited oral 

tradition and the memory of the high culture of medieval Bulgaria). The ultimate
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purpose of the modernist project, then, was to overcome the tensions caused by 

the feeling of ‘belatedness,’ which characterized the self-perception of the 

Ukrainian modernists as well, in order to affirm the place of the artistic 

intelligentsia as the legitimate and most competent creator of national-cultural 

values.

The valorization of Western ideas of pure art in Bulgaria happened 

because this ideology was seen as the most potent intellectual resource to ensure 

the complete nationalization of Bulgarian society. Like the Ukrainian modernists, 

their Bulgarian counterparts positioned themselves as mediators in the cultural 

exchange with the world, warranting the distinctiveness of the collective 

personality in its interactions with Europe, thus building also a culture that was 

capable of attracting diverse Bulgarian populations and uniting them. In addition, 

the import of West European modernist ideas in Bulgaria assisted the struggle of 

the Bulgarian modernists to strengthen their status as a national and cultural 

leaders, vesting prestige and value in modem culture-building incentives. 

Through the writings and social activism of the Bulgarian modernists, the sphere 

of culture and art became relatively independent from the political sphere, gaining 

value on its own as a sphere under the control of the artistic intelligentsia. In this 

respect, the modernist project in Bulgaria confirms Hutchinson’s observation that 

cultural nationalists act as mediators, “who ‘returning’ to an imagined past in 

circumstances of confusion,” engaged in “a project of self-discovery and 

collective definition that may lead them to experiment with several alternative 

visions of the nation over an extended period” (1999, 397).

The conglomerate of individual approaches to the Bulgarian nation during 

the modernist period suggests that the intellectuals, who sought Bulgarian 

society’s modernization and Europeanization, worked in fact for the revival of the 

most ancient and indigenous roots of the Bulgarian way of life. Where they could 

not find it in the essentialized and officially canonized folk culture, they invented 

it, trying to bridge the gaps in the continuity of the Bulgarian nation’s cultural
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development. Slaveikov was probably the most active of all Bulgarian modernists 

in producing novel collective identities from “embedded cultural assumptions” 

(cf. Hutchinson 1999, 397), a feature that Hutchinson closely relates with the 

workings of cultural nationalism. Again, similar to the Ukrainian modernists, their 

Bulgarian fellow ideologues saw tradition as a “modality for innovation” (cf. 

Jusdanis 2001, 37), seeking the realignment of their cultural heritage with 

modem, worldly intellectual advancements. Unlike Ukrainian modernist critics, 

however, Bulgarian intellectuals did not articulate a radically critical position vis- 

a-vis vernacular culture. They extolled it as a cherished tradition that served to 

inscribe the Bulgarian nation within the European milieu. This strategy, as 

Hutchinson has pointed out, is a common technique used by intellectuals in 

marginal European nations (Irish, Finnish, Serbian, etc.) to affirm their exclusivity 

and originality as ancient and rich European cultures.

Through experimentation with Bulgarian folklore, its transformation and 

adaptation to accommodate modem ideas, and simultaneous preservation of some 

aspects of the native form, the modernists initiated a dialogue with the world. At 

the same time, they revisited their national past, and realigned it with the present, 

eradicating with a single semantic gesture the strong self-colonizing implications 

of the traditional model of Bulgarian self-identification. The sober approach of the 

Bulgarian modernists to their native traditional culture (or to put it in Sloterdjik’s 

terms, cynicism), which was expressed in their individual re-workings of the 

inherited traditional symbols, themes, motifs, and so on, assisted them in 

promoting their view of Bulgarianness. This concept was defined in relation to the 

ideals of individualism, spiritual aristocratism, and civil responsibility. The 

Bulgarian modernists aspired to enforce the homogenization of cultural space and 

to disseminate a form of national identity that elevated the experience of the 

Bulgarian nationality. They formulated the nation as a spiritual and moral 

principle embodied in Bulgarian high national culture, the only institution of 

signification that the modernists conceived as capable of expressing the national
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mind and historically rooted way of life. The modernists agitated for the creation 

of highly sophisticated individuals, well-versed in both their native culture and the 

intellectual treasures of the world (Europe), who could make informed choices 

regarding the realities of their national existence and actively could participate in 

the building of Bulgarian modem civil and cultured community. In this sense, the 

Bulgarian modernist movement developed as a communitarian project that 

pursued the unification of Bulgarians on the basis of one’s willful choice to 

contribute to the advancement and unification of national society through one’s 

individual creative energy.

The distinction the Bulgarian modernists made between culture and 

state—a boundary they persistently articulated as mandatory in their interactions 

with ruling governments—suggests that they acknowledged that the nation was 

founded on a “strong sense of history,” stimulating the incessant reinvention of 

the historically rooted way of life, “a living tradition which is continually 

recreated to meet the needs and perspectives of each generation” rather than on 

the administratively imposed “legal uniformity” (cf. Hutchinson 1999, 399). As 

Hutchinson stresses, and the Bulgarian modernists firmly believed this, “because 

a national way of life is a spontaneous outgrowth of different individuals and 

groups, it cannot be constructed like a state from above; it can only be nourished 

from below” (cf. 1999, 400). Thus, unlike the Ukrainian modernists, who 

imagined the nation as an abstract and purely aesthetic realm (e.g., Sriblians’kyi’s 

articulation of Ukraine), their Bulgarian counterparts created concrete images of 

the ‘homeland,’ a place geographically situated within particular territorial 

boundaries (San-Stefano, or Great Bulgaria; Slaveikov 1959, 313). Thus, they saw 

the nation as an abstract community “being bound by particular conceptions of 

space, time, and embodiment” (James 1996, 35), i.e., a rodina that did not 

coincide with the political unit, that is, the Bulgarian nation-state.

Bulgarian modernists established and maintained the distinction between 

nation and state, because they experienced the political incompleteness of the
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Bulgarian ethnos as a tragedy. By means of equating the nation with the high 

culture they aspired to create, the modernists in Bulgaria reacted to the aggressive 

and politically unsound solutions proposed by the state to the national question. 

Imagining an ethnic Bulgarian community, unified through its high culture, they 

also aspired to provide those principles of national identification that would 

remedy the failure of the state to integrate all Bulgarians into a single national 

territory. In this sense, Bulgarian Modernism was a movement that offered a cure 

for the negative experience of the nation as fragmented and incomplete. The 

modernists sought to articulate Bulgarianness as a moral and spiritual principle 

that could sustain their efforts in achieving national integration regardless of 

territorial boundaries and historical discontinuity, thus encouraging the discovery 

and expression of the timeless and harmonious Bulgarian existence.

Hutchinson’s conclusions are useful for interpreting Bulgarian Modernism 

as a distinctive form of cultural nationalism. This scholar maintains that the goal 

of cultural nationalists is to “modernize traditions so as to restore the nation to its 

former status in the vanguard of human progress. Their evolutionary historical 

vision claims to present an innovative solution that will reconcile the interests of 

traditionalists and modernists, thereby redirecting energies away from destructive 

conflict into a cooperative reconstruction of the national community” (1999, 402- 

403). The bulk of Bulgarian modernist discourses analyzed in this study shows 

that the desire to unite and integrate for the modernists in Bulgaria was very 

strong. They viewed themselves as the missing social agency to accomplish the 

well-balanced transition from colonial to post-colonial cultural and political 

existence. Proving the longevity and richness of the Bulgarian tradition, they 

worked to establish the status of Bulgarian national culture as a modem European 

culture capable of carrying the ethnic claims for Bulgarian uniqueness into the 

highly competitive modem world of political nations. Thus they also 

demonstrated that Bulgarian political independence was timely and well deserved.
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